
Sermon 168: Romans 12:15-16: Sympathy; Harmony and Humility

OUTLINE

Sympathy
Harmony
Humility

INTRODUCTION

Our oneness in the body of Christ is not a reality that we create but rather a reality that we 
recognise; it is not something that we work towards but rather something that we live out 
of.  Our unity with Christ and one another is not our accomplishment but a gift.  Our task as
believers is to realise what we are and live out what we are, the burden of creating unity is 
not laid upon us, merely being what we are in Christ.  This is the unity of grace not law.  
Our task then is not to create an administrative uniformity, for unity already exists, rather 
we are to demonstrate what we already are.  

The unity that we have by the Spirit is a unity that pictures the unity in the Godhead.  
Father, Son and Holy Spirit personify unity in diversity, three persons in one being.  There is 
nothing exactly like the Trinity, however we have been made by the Spirit to be united to 
Christ and united to one another in similar community of love to put on display something of
the love of God in our own unity.  This unity is pictured beautifully for us in baptism.  When 
we are plunged under the waters of baptism we are picturing our union with Christ, but this 
union with Christ is also a baptism into the name of the Trinity, the Father, the Son and the 
Holy Spirit, speaking about our new union with God and our entering into a love relationship
with God.  Baptism is also a baptism by the Spirit into the body of Christ.  We are picture in 
baptism not only our union and fellowship with God but with all those who are also part of 
the body of Christ.  

Now as we come to Romans 12:15-16 we are coming to the end of a section where Paul has
been talking about our holiness as living sacrifices in relation to the church.  Paul began 
Rom. 12 with a call to live as living sacrifices in response to the superabundant grace of 
God.  He told us that we do this by renewing or minds, v2.  But before he launched into the 
first way in which he wanted us to pursue holiness, namely by loving the body of Christ, he 
first spoke of our need for humility, v3.  Then in v4-5 he spoke about what we are as the 
church, a body, and called upon us to serve faithfully with our gifts, v6-8.  In v9-13 he 
speaks about the life of love that we are to live out in the community of the church.  In 
verse 14 you will notice that Paul changes gear and speaks about loving our enemies, but 
then in v15-16 he goes back to one anothering, but then in 17-21 returns to the topic of 
loving our enemies.  The most likely reason for this change of topics is because of a verbal 
connection.  In v13 it literally reads, pursue hospitality, and v14 literally reads bless those 
who pursue you.  But Paul hasn’t said all he wants to say on loving one another as 
Christians so before he gets back to talking about loving enemies he gives us one last set of 
thoughts about body life and loving one another as Christians in v15-16.  ‘Rejoice with those
who rejoice, weep with those who weep.  Live in harmony with one another. Do not be 
haughty, but associate with the lowly. Never be wise in your own sight.’  

There are three ideas here that wrap up Paul’s call to be holy in our loving service of one 
another in the church, sympathy, harmony and humility.

Sympathy



V15, ‘Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.’  This call to feel along 
with one another was not because the Romans were particularly hard-hearted, this is a 
universal application of our unity in the body of Christ.  In 1 Cor. 12:26 Paul writes, ‘If one 
member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together.’  In both
instances Paul is not merely calling for us to be more emphatic, but to have an emotional 
engagement with one another that reflects that unity we actually have.  If you are walking 
along and seriously stub your toe, what happens?  The whole body responds, the back 
bends, the other leg takes the weight and hops, the hands shoot down to rub, the eyes look
down, the mouth shouts out.  When our neighbour breaks his arm we say ‘that man has a 
broken arm’ not look at that broken arm going around over there.  And so it is, or should be
with the church.  We are one of each other and the new oneness that the gospel creates is 
to draw from every personality type an emotional response to each other’s lives that reflect 
that new oneness.  For this reason the church is to be the group of people the most 
invested, and the most empathetic to one another’s needs than any other group, for there is
no other unity like ours.  

Sadly, the unity we live out does not match the unity we have.  The church is often like a 
bad marriage.  A husband and wife are one flesh, they are significantly united by the 
covenant of marriage, but if they live the same house preoccupied with their own interests, 
not sharing in one another’s interests and lives and communicating and having intimacy with
each other.  If they live more like roommates than husband and wife we would say they 
have dysfunctional relationship.  If they were merely roommates their relationship would be 
fine but because they are significantly united it should be more.  Likewise, if our own 
emotional availability and engagement with one another would be good if we were merely a
social club, then we could not complain but we have been brought into a unity unlike any 
other social group.  Does our activity match the unity we have or are we dysfunctional?  

Paul so far has spoken about serving one another with our gifts, with our finances and home
and now he calls upon us to serve with our hearts as well, in rejoicing and weeping.  Firstly, 
we must recognise that this is an inclusive statement not an exclusive one.  In other words, 
Paul is not saying, you only have to be emotionally engaged with your fellow Christian when
they are weeping or rejoicing and at no other time.  Like the phrase ‘from head to toe’ 
means the whole body, so rejoicing and weeping is talking about the whole life, all the ups 
and downs and everything in between.  This is an interest in the whole person not the 
Facebook highlights of another’s life.  

Let us look at rejoicing with those who rejoice.  This does not mean partying with those who
are partying and partaking in their sins, it means rejoicing in the blessing of God in their 
lives.  It is not an invitation to get drunk at someone’s 21st, but rather to join in the applause
when they are honoured.  Because of a grace oriented perspective we know that they have 
been given a great opportunity or ability by God’s grace and rejoice in it as from God.  Our 
joy is a joy in what God is doing and is an act of worship, as well as selflessness.  Because 
our satisfaction comes from being a child of God and not from success or possessions or 
acclaim, we can genuinely rejoice when another receives these things.  We feel no loss 
when another receives these things because we are not pinning our joy on them.  
There are some who think that Paul puts this first because it is the harder thing to do.  It is 
thought to be easier to shed a tear with someone crying than rejoice when they are doing 
well.  The reason for this is because envy not rejoicing for others is native to our sinful 
hearts.  When we see something good, we want it for ourselves and not for others because 
we are full of self-centredness not love.



But now that Christ has given us into a body to be one with these other Christians forever, 
knowing that no one earns these gifts we are given, we are able to delight in other 
Christian’s blessings as if they were our own because in one sense we are part of them.  

Paul also calls upon us to weep with those who weep.  Paul is calling us here to appropriate 
and sensitive sympathy.  Prov. 25:20 speaks about insensitive people and their effect, 
‘Whoever sings songs to a heavy heart is like one who takes off a garment on a cold day, 
and like vinegar on soda.’  We can live our lives as if we are individuals and not part of a 
body so that the only song we hear is our own favourite song.  But when we remember that
we are a body we tune into the feelings of those around us not simply preoccupied with 
ourselves.  This identifying with the lives of others can be dirty and emotional and draining 
but we are willing to go to the funerals as well as the weddings, the hospital bedside as well
as the birthday parties because we are not autonomous individuals but united family and 
members of one another.  Because of our unity your suffering is no longer merely your own,
but ours.  This calls for a new mind-set on the part of those who will be sympathising with 
another as if their sufferings were their own, but also on the part of the sufferer who has to 
stop isolating themselves and let others in.  

The book of Job equips us to be good weepers with those who weep.  Job’s friends sat with 
Job for seven days before they spoke, this was their gift of personal presence and a 
strength in their comforting of Job.  But the big mistake of Job’s friends was the fact that 
they thought they knew exactly why Job was suffering, that it was obvious to them that Job 
must have sinned in some terrible way to have earned such a terrible trial for himself.  The 
book of Job reveals that these friends in fact blasphemed God, and needed Job to pray for 
their forgiveness.  It is true that sometimes we do suffer because of our sins, but we often 
suffer for other reasons like God’s discipline, the sin of others, as a part of a spiritual war 
going on around us, for our character’s sake, as a witness, etc.  The reductionistic answer of
Job’s friends implies that if someone is not suffering when they do wrong, then God is 
unjust and asleep.  The book of Job ends not with an explanation about why God did this or 
that but rather a reminder about who He is.  This points us not to explore reasons for why 
things happen but to the One who is in control of what happens.

Our ability to enter into the joys and pains of another’s life is, is normal and possible 
because of the actions of our Saviour in saving us.  He entered into our experience and bore
our burdens.  When living in light of His service of us we will inevitably serve others.   

Harmony

V16a, ‘Live in harmony with one another.’  In this instance the KJV has a better translation, 
‘Be of the same mind toward one another.’  Now we must not think that Paul is requiring a 
unity of thought, so that we all hold the same doctrines.  It is true that we should all hold 
the same faith, but rather he is calling for a common view of one another.  Nor is it a call to 
have the same purpose and goal as Paul calls the Philippians in 2:2.  The KJV brings this out
with the word ‘toward’.  So the verse could be a call for mutual concern.  Moo in his 
commentary suggests that this is referring to a view of equality.  In other words, if we have 
a perspective of one another that sees anyone as inherently less or worthless; or inherently 
superior we have failed to see one another in light of the gospel but are still thinking with an
unrenewed mind.  Our actions are shaped by our thoughts; the realities we perceive dictate 
the actions that follow.  To ensure the empathy of v15 and the humility of v16 a correct 
view of ourselves and one another is essential.  This is not thrown in as a random list of one
another commands, but is included because proper thinking is key to proper acting.



I think that Paul is making this statement as a summarising statement seeking to get the 
Romans to think about all the proper ways he has already told them to think about one 
another in light of the gospel.  He has spoken about the faith that has been given by God 
which has brought us into salvation, v3.  He has spoken about the fact that there is one 
body not two in v4.  He has spoken about the necessary diversity in that single body which 
is given by God according to grace not merit.  He has spoken about how each one of us is 
not merely part of a unity but a part of Christ Himself giving a new value to every member, 
v5.  He has spoken about the integral unity that we have with one another so that we are 
no longer our own but individually members of one another, v5.  He has shown our 
interdependence and our mutual service of one another with the gifts God has given, v6-8.  
We are not gifted by God to benefit ourselves but each other, for the common good.  He 
has spoken about our familial bond and calls us to brotherly love, v10.  He calls us to treat 
one another with a new dignity fitting our new standing in Christ and honour one another, 
v10.  He spoke about how we are to identify with and own the needs of the saints, 
participating in them, v13.  His call to rejoice and weep with one another is another 
outworking of our unity v15, and now he calls us to take all of these thoughts about one 
another and calls us to mutually regard one another from this perspective loving, serving 
and honouring one another appropriately.  We are all to think this way of one another.  

Our thoughts towards one another are too small.  C. S. Lewis has a wonderful section in his 
famous sermon, The Weight of Glory, where he helps us to think about other people in light 
of eternity, and our Christian brother and sister as a part of the body of Christ.  
‘It is a serious thing to live in a society of possible gods and goddesses, to remember that 
the dullest and most uninteresting person you talk to may one day be a creature which, if 
you saw it now, you would be strongly tempted to worship, or else a horror and a corruption
such as you now meet, if at all, only in a nightmare.  All day long we are, in some degree, 
helping each other to one or other of these destinations.  It is in light of these overwhelming
possibilities, it is with the awe and circumspection proper to them, that we should conduct 
all our dealings with one another, all friendships, all loves, all play, all politics.  There are no 
ordinary people.  You have never talked to a mere mortal.  Nations, cultures, arts, 
civilizations—these are mortal, and their life is to ours as the life of a gnat.  But it is with 
immortals whom we joke with, work with, marry, snub, and exploit—immortal horrors or 
everlasting splendours.  This does not mean that we are to be perpetually solemn.  We must
play but our merriment must be of that kind (and it is in fact, the merriest kind) which exists
between people who have, from the outset, taken each other seriously—no flippancy, no 
superiority, no presumption.  And our charity must be a real and costly love, with deep 
feelings for the sins in spite of which we love the sinner—no mere tolerance or indulgence 
which parodies love as flippancy parodies merriment.  Next to the Blessed Sacrament itself, 
your neighbour is the holiest object presented to your senses.  If he is your Christian 
neighbour he is holy in almost the same way, for in him also Christ vere latitat—the glorifier 
and the glorified, Glory Himself, is truly hidden.’1

Lewis helps us to think in light of Christ and eternity when we interact with our brothers and
sisters in Christ.  We must have this high view of each other and we must each have this 
same mind toward one another.  

Humility

V16b, ‘Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly.  Never be wise in your own sight.’  
When Paul began to talk about what holiness looks like in response to God’s mercies by 
serving in the church he began with humility, v3, ‘For by the grace given to me I say to 

1 Christian Reflections, pxi-xii.  



everyone among you not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think
with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned.’  4 
times Paul uses the root word for think as he addresses the matter of pride.  As he closes 
this section on what the renewed mind looks like as it serves the church he mentions the 
mind three times in v16.  ‘Be of the same mind toward one another.’  When Paul says ‘do 
not be haughty,’ it literally reads, ‘not the high things minding.’  And when he talks about 
being in our own eyes, the Greek word behind wise is from the same word group for mind.

Paul brackets his portion on body life addressing the greatest enemy to unity, pride.  When 
we see ourselves as more important than others, better than others, too good to associate 
with others, others as not worthy of our respect or kindness, ourselves as the ones who 
ought to be served not us serving, the ones who ought to be honoured not honouring 
others we are proud and enemies to unity in the church.  When we fight for our recognition,
our comfort, our priorities and ideas.  When we continue to keep all the identity markers 
that identified us before we became Christians and bring them into the church.  When we 
continue to view older people as we did before we were served, people of different races 
and cultures with the same prejudice, when our sexist attitudes continue to dominate our 
perspective, when our musical tastes are imposed on others, etc., etc. these are the 
symptoms of pride.  

Paul calls us to not be haughty/high-minded.  In Roman culture the mind set of who is a 
Roman citizen has extra rights, or the freeman should be served by the freeman and never 
vice versa, or men being superior to women, the rich being preferred over the poor, the 
Jews being despised by the Gentiles and vice versa, all of these things where people 
thought they were better than others and so should receive preferential treatment would 
have been problems in the Roman church.  It is the gospel which overcomes this problem.  
Since we have just been reminded of the Reformation’s 500 year anniversary let me remind 
us of Luther’s view of us as sinners.  

The medieval church was semi-pelagian in their view of man, in other words, they did not 
see man as dead in sin but rather as more sick than dead.  The sacraments were viewed as 
giving us medicine to treat our ailment so that we were grace enabled to do our best.  By 
Luther’s time the key phrase for how one was made righteous before God was, ‘do what is 
in you.’  In other words, if you do your best, God will receive your best and make up for 
what it lacking.  Luther through his study of the Scriptures came to see that we are not 
merely sick but dead and can offer nothing, and that we have no good to offer to God but 
that our good deeds offered as righteousness are mortal sins which only add to our 
damnation.  One year after the 95 theses, Luther published theses for the Heidelberg 
Disputation, thesis 16 reads, ‘the person who believes that he can obtain grace by doing 
what is in him adds sin to sin so that he becomes doubly guilty.’  Luther understood that 
there is nothing in ourselves that recommends us to God that we are poor beggars, and so 
we must put away all pride, thesis 17 reads, ‘It is certain that man must utterly despair of 
his own ability before he is prepared to receive the grace of Christ.’  

Here is our answer to pride.  All pride has its root destroyed when we recognised how lost in
sin we were.  The gospel is not for those who are in some way better or worthy, a Christian 
is someone who has already renounced all his own credentials, goodness, prestige, position,
possessions or anything else that he thought would save his soul.  All the things that we 
once valued and propped up our self-importance were revealed as nothings.  We cannot 
come to Christ as a helpless sinner and then walk through the doors of the church waving 
our Roman citizenship as if it matters and entitles us to the same respects before.  The 
cross changes everything.  



All masks are removed in the church and we all see that we are all sinners saved by grace.  
It is for this reason that Paul next says, ‘but associate with the lowly.’  We are all lowly, 
when you see someone who is low in your esteem, say to yourself, those are my people, I 
am one of them.  I am a beggar, a criminal, an outcast in myself, but God has loved me and
has loved them too.  In the church there are only lowly people, for we have all accepted the
truth of our sinful estate and humbled ourselves not to something below what we are, we 
have not plumbed the depths of our own disgrace.  

Finally Paul tells us not to be wise in our own eyes.  Just as our position, our goodness, our 
possessions, or anything of ourselves are worthless in making us better people, any amount 
of cleverness we think we have is foolishness.  There are various forms of tyranny.  There is
tyranny bred by money, by birth, by race, but just as there is no social aristocracy in the 
church, all are sinners and all are servants, there are not intellectual autocrats in the church 
either.  The gospel subverts our clever philosophies and those of moral muscle, those of 
physical muscle, and those of mental muscles are all sinners who can save themselves by 
nothing in themselves.  Wisdom begins with a fear of the Lord not with ourselves.  

And so Paul closes his call to be a body.  On account of our oneness let us sympathy, 
harmony and humility toward one another.      

             
                   
             

   


