
Sermon 196: Romans 15:1-3: True Spiritual Maturity

OUTLINE

Marks of the mature
Example of the mature

INTRODUCTION

What are the marks of true spiritual maturity?  There are many who think themselves to be 
mature but who behave like children.  Think of the Corinthian church.  They thought that 
their maturity resided in the fact that they had the miraculous in their church and that they 
were well educated.  But Paul calls them infants in Christ 1 Cor. 3:1.  They were infants 
because they were full of divisions, they were full of sexual immorality, they were not 
serving one another with their spiritual gifts but using them in a war of one-upmanship.  
They were not considerate of the poor and disadvantaged when they ate the Lord’s Supper, 
and in the pursuit of their own rights they ate food offered to idols and those who had been 
saved from an idol worshipping background stumbled by their example.  They had miracles 
and they had knowledge but they did not have love and so were babies in Christ.  

Another example of those who thought themselves mature but weren’t were the Pharisees.  
They were orthodox in their theology of God, but their religion was made up of man-made 
rules that burdened the consciences of God’s people.  Their ‘maturity’ consisted in the ability
to be scrupulous, to think deep and hard about the ways rules could be applied and being 
able to discern who was clean or unclean.  They made rules that contradicted love and 
became rules for their own sake.  Jesus reveals that their religion was not about serving 
others but promoting themselves and doing all to be seen by men.  They neglected the 
weightier matters of the law, justice, mercy and faithfulness.  

Let’s use a modern day example that is close to home.  Have you ever heard of the Cagey 
Calvinist?  Not a hyper-Calvinist but a Cagey Calvinist.  This is someone who has realised 
that all he thought about God, the devil, himself, salvation etc is wrong and has come round
to the historic beliefs on many matters.  He now believes that God is sovereign in all things, 
and begins to see the many errors in his former theology and in many other Christians as 
well.  He gets angry, and makes a whip to cleanse the Church of Christ and begins to beat 
on other Christians and traditions.  He calls them names like Pelgians, Semi-Pelagians, 
Idolaters, blasphemers, and accuses them of worshipping a different God.  Even other forms
of Reformed churches are not good enough, and are not ‘Reformed’.  The internet gets 
clogged with his rants and tirades as he engages in Facebook fencing, drive by twitter 
attacks, and blog trolling to sprinkle his new found insight in the faces of all who disagree.  
This loveless behaviour may have the correct doctrine, but it is possible to be right in a 
wrong way because we are not humble servants who serve in love. 

In Romans 15:1-3 it is true spiritual maturity that Paul demands from the ‘strong’ Christians 
in Rome.  ‘We who are strong have an obligation to bear with the failings of the weak, and 
not to please ourselves.2 Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, to build him up.3 
For Christ did not please himself, but as it is written, "The reproaches of those who 
reproached you fell on me."’  He is wanting these Christians who do have correct theology 
to be truly mature and serve the weak in love.  This section falls into two main sections.  
Firstly Paul gives them three things they ought to do which we will see are marks of 
maturity.  And then Secondly, he motivates us to do these three things by reminding us of 
the example of Christ.



Marks of the mature

V1, ‘We who are strong have an obligation to bear with the failings of the weak, and not to 
please ourselves.’  This is the first time that the strong are actually called the strong.  Paul 
spoke about the weak person and the one weak in faith but only now does he use the 
description of strong.  Perhaps he avoided the term so as not to encourage pride.  He is able
to use it now because it is followed by a set of responsibilities not privileges.  Notice how 
Paul says ‘we’.  You also need to know that Paul uses a different word for weak here, it 
means ‘powerless’.  It highlights their need and seems used to rouse compassion and a 
sense of duty.  He includes himself in the group of the strong, implying their theology is 
correct, but since Paul is also a servant of the church who is seeking to fill up in his own 
body marks of suffering in service of the church, the tone is not one of congratulations, but 
of obligations.   Paul then states the first duty of the strong, ‘We who are strong have an 
obligation to bear with the failings of the weak.’

How have you dealt with those who are wrong?  Have you been like the Corinthian who 
divides the church and runs down the opposition?  Have you been like the Pharisee who 
seeks to publicly humiliate and who charges with sin?  Have been you been the Cagey-
Calvinist who bullies and abuses those who are wrong until they agree?  Those who are 
truly strong, those who are truly mature have a duty; to bear with the failings of the weak.  
What does Paul mean by ‘bear’?  It doesn’t mean tolerate or put up with.  Paul is not calling 
upon the Romans to be stoics who grin and bear it.  He is not calling you to ignore it or 
pretend there is no problem.  No, Paul is using it in the same way he means it in Gal. 6:1-2, 
‘Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him 
in a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be tempted.2 Bear one 
another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.’  Paul is calling upon the strong to put a 
shoulder under the yolk and to bear the load with the weak.  To aid them in their failings.  
This could include patient conversations trying to help them understand scripture correctly, 
but it could also include not being offensive and not doing certain things in their presence.  
The call is not for you to have a sneering, impatient, intolerant, tongue biting attitude and 
you endure them all the while wanting to lash out and correct them.  No Paul wants you to 
recognise their powerlessness, to see that to those who have been given much, much is 
expected.  You give out of your abundance to meet another’s need. 

It is the responsibility of the mature to be the parents and do parent like duties.  Babies and
toddlers make a mess, they make lots of noise, they are high maintenance, need constant 
vigilance and can be totally exhausting.  If you are a parent and your child has a dirty 
nappy, what do you do?  Do you beat them, ignore them?  No, you patiently and gently 
change and clean them.  If you are potty training them you keep calm and gently repeat the
instructions.  Mature parents don’t lose their cool, have unrealistic expectations and force 
the issue causing pain and discomfort.  In the same way the strong are spiritual mothers 
and fathers in the church.  John himself talks about children, young men and fathers 
referring to spiritual maturity, 1 John 2:12-14.  The tolerance and service we render as 
parents is quite remarkable.  When we are husbands and wives our relationships often 
decline into a tit for tat.  Our good behaviour and service become conditional, if you are nice
and say nice things and do nice things I will be nice to you.  Not so with our children.  They 
do not benefit us in any way and we tolerate all their foibles as we take the part of the 
mature person in the relationship.  We serve them unconditionally and patiently as we 
facilitate their growing and learning.  This is what Paul means by ‘bear.’  

His second rule of maturity, ‘not to please ourselves.’  This of course goes hand in hand with
bearing the weakness of the weak.  We are not doing it for our sake we are doing it for 



theirs.  In the Roman Church the strong were pleasing themselves and causing their 
brethren to stumble.  The things they were doing were not sinful, but to insist on ones 
rights to do them would be to please oneself and not live for others.  2 Cor. 5:15, ‘and he 
died for all, that those who live might no longer live for themselves but for him who for their
sake died and was raised.’  More spiritually mature means more selfless not selfish.  The 
carnal mind finds more nuanced and clever arguments to have sin, but true maturity grows 
ever more selfless.  The young parent is legalistic and resents the inconvenience the 
grandparent is patient and tolerant.  

The mature has come to learn through experience the truth of the promise of Acts 20:35, 
‘'It is more blessed to give than to receive.'’  What is the opposite of sin?  It can be a trick 
question.  If sin is lawlessness then the opposite of sin is lawfulness/righteousness.  But a 
person can keep the letter of the law and still be sinning.  So another way we have to think 
of sin is as selfishness.  Not the natural self-regard that informs self-preservation, but that 
obsessive fixation on self.  This means that the opposite of sin/selfishness is selflessness or 
love.  Love and sin are polar opposites.   Sin lies and says feed me and you will be happy, 
but those who have been on the path for longer knows the lies and disappointments of sin 
better.  They also know the great blessings of obedience and are more practiced in giving. 
So Paul lays this expectation particularly upon the strong.  Immaturity is marked by self-
serving isn’t it.  A child is demanding and feels hard done by when whims are not satisfied.  
A sense of entitlement is from ignorance and childishness.  Immaturity and self-centredness 
go hand in hand, likewise selflessness and maturity as well. 

V2, ‘Let each of us please his neighbor for his good, to build him up.’  Here is Paul’s third 
exhortation.  Please notice how he expands his application saying, ‘let each one of us.’  
Notice as well the new description neighbour.  This brings it back of course to the law of 
loving our neighbours as ourselves, and Paul’s former statement about walking in love 
14:15.  The universal imperative of loving our neighbour is not only for the strong but for 
all, but in particular the strong, since we expect more of them.  Our goal is not merely to 
tolerate the weak, nor simply to not make them stumble but to build them up, to edify 
them.  Our every interaction must have a positive effect.  The depressed are encouraged, 
the lost are evangelised, the needy are served, and the weak are edified, accommodated, 
served, patiently attended upon until they too enter into the greater liberty we enjoy.  Eph. 
4:29 says, ‘Let no corrupting talk come out of your mouths, but only such as is good for 
building up, as fits the occasion, that it may give grace to those who hear.’  But it is not only
our words which corrupt or build up but our actions as well, so we could also say, ‘Let no 
corrupting actions come from your example, but only such as is good for building up, as fits 
the occasion, that it may give grace to those who observe.’  

So are you spiritually mature?  Are you someone who is informed of biblical teaching, but 
instead of holding that teaching in a proud and self-centred way which rubs people up the 
wrong way and causes others to stumble, do you hold it in love?  Are you a spiritual parent 
who looks out over the church and sees the different believers in various stages of growth 
and does your heart go out to them as you think on their difficulties and trials and you 
strategize to get alongside to help them bear their load, or are you self-absorbed and see 
people as an obstacle to your own happiness?  Do you love with the unconditional love of a 
parent that expects nothing in return, or is your love more immature and conditional, more 
child than parent?  How do we get to the place we are not only strong in knowledge, but 
love as well?

Example of the mature



V3, ‘For Christ did not please himself, but as it is written, "The reproaches of those who 
reproached you fell on me."’  How do we become mature and veer towards selflessness and 
not selfishness?  Paul as a mature Christian shows us how.  Our minds must gaze on Christ. 
It is the learnt habit of the mature to go back again and again to Christ.  So in verse 3 Paul 
helps these Christians who are probably in sensed at what feels unjust because something 
which is not sin is being asked to be put away for the sake of another to think as mature 
Christians do.  To remember Christ and His act of humiliation.  Now in the Greek it literally 
reads ‘the Christ’ with an emphasis on the office of Messiah.  And this is deliberate because 
someone who is so high, and gone so far in going so low when He died for us is our 
example.  Drawing our attention the office of Messiah reinforces Paul’s point about a 
willingness to be a humble servant.

Notice next the very understated way in which Paul talks about the humiliation of Christ.  
‘Christ did not please Himself.’  Christ did more than simply not please Himself.  To not eat 
bacon in front of a Jewish Christian is very different to the second person of the Godhead, 
whom all the angels worship, who made the world and sustains it, who is due all the 
worship of all things for all time, who is infinite in every way to become less by adding to 
Himself a weak human nature, to be subject to childhood and growth and learning, to get 
sick, be rejected, to be attacked by satan, to be lied about, slandered, ridiculed, betrayed, 
tortured and murdered.  ‘Did not please Himself’ does not do justice to what the King of 
Glory has done.  The strong brother is being asked to accommodate and bear the weak 
brother who is one with him in the body of Christ.  Christ did all this for us while we were 
still sinners, when we were His enemies who deserved nothing but condemnation.  ‘Did not 
please Himself’ does not capture the lengths to which He has gone.  And this helps put 
things into perspective for us.  If this is what Christ has done, if this is how far He has gone,
if He can do all that He has done for His enemies, surely we can do the lesser service of 
loving the church.  

Notice next that Paul quotes from the OT, from Psalm 69:9b, ‘but as it is written, "The 
reproaches of those who reproached you fell on me."’  Psalm 69 after psalm 110 and psalm 
22 is the most quoted psalm in the NT in relation to prophesying the Messiah.  It is a psalm 
written by David about a time in his life when he was betrayed and he is an innocent 
sufferer. V21 talks about the sour wine Christ was given to drink on the cross.  Why did Paul
quote this particular verse in relation to Christ’s service of us, and as an example for the 
strong?  This verse is talking about David taking the reproach the wicked were pouring out 
upon God being taken upon himself, he is identifying himself with the scorn poured out on 
God.  How does this tie in with the strong serving the weak?  There are several possibilities. 
Firstly, some think that Roman culture poured scorn on those with Jewish dietary scruples.  
The Jews were not respected and it was Roman fashion to mock and disregard such 
scruples.  Society ‘frowned’ on them and the Jews were reproached for them.  Perhaps Paul 
quotes this verse to show that just as David took unjustified scorn in love, so did Christ, and
so should we.  The Romans should be willing to bear the reproach and disapproval of 
Roman society as they serve the brethren.  Secondly, the NT method for quoting the OT is 
very different to ours.  Often a portion is quoted as a reminder of the rest of the context.  
And in Psalm 69:6 there is a prayer that those who hope on God would not be put to shame
through David, ‘Let not those who hope in you be put to shame through me, O Lord GOD of 
hosts; let not those who seek you be brought to dishonor through me, O God of Israel.’  
Since the psalm was so well known in the early church perhaps Paul was wanting the church
to recall the context and this particular verse to mind.  If this is the case then a desire not to
cause our brother, those who do have a hope in God, to stumble or sin is the desire we 
ought to emulate.  A third view says that Paul alludes to this verse because it is a wonderful 
example of complete self-disinterest.  The psalmist pointing to Christ is not thinking about 



himself at all.  And so if Christ did not please Himself and was willing to subject Himself to 
all the hatred of man against God, then we can do the lesser thing of losing out on food and
drink for another.  

Whatever the exact of the psalm is the general point cannot be missed.  Paul demonstrates 
that the mature mind reflexively returns to Christ’s work and example as the spring for all 
our motivation and behaviour.  John Newton did his best pastoral work in his letters, if you 
ever want a great book to read, buy John Newton’s letters.  There is a series of letters on 
spiritual growth moving from childhood, to adulthood to fatherhood called, ‘On grace in the 
blade,’ ‘on grace in the ear,’ ‘on grace in the full corn.’  He maps out the distinctive elements
of each stage.  He calls these stages A, B and C.  listen to what he says about the spiritually 
mature, ‘C’s happiness and superiority to B lies chiefly in this, that, by the Lord’s blessing on
the use of means—such as prayer, reading and hearing of the word, and by a sanctified 
improvement of what he has seen of the Lord, and of his own heart, in the course of his 
experience—he has attained clearer, deeper, and more comprehensive views of the mystery 
of redeeming love; of the glorious excellency of the Lord Jesus, in his person, offices, grace,
and faithfulness; of the harmony and glory of all the Divine perfections manifested in and by
him to the church; of the stability, beauty, fullness, and certainty of the Holy Scriptures; and
of the heights, depths, lengths, and breadths of the love of God in Christ. Thus, though his 
sensible feelings may not be so warm as when he was in the state of A, his judgment is 
more solid, his mind more fixed, his thoughts more habitually exercised upon the things 
within the veil. His great business is to behold the glory of God in Christ; and by beholding, 
he is changed into the same image, and brings forth in an eminent and uniform manner the 
fruits of righteousness, which are by Jesus Christ to the glory and praise of God. His 
contemplations are not barren speculations, but have a real influence, and enable him to 
exemplify the Christian character to more advantage, and with more consistence, than can 
in the present state of things be expected either from A or B.’1

What is the difference between a mature Christian and an immature one, the mature has 
learnt the mental habit of going back to Christ.  They have seen their sin before His cross, 
His love, His grace, His tenderness and gentleness with them.  They have learnt more of His
glory and come to appreciate His humiliation more and more because the more glorious He 
is, the more we see in the depths of His humiliation.  For if we see how high He really is, 
then the gap He crosses to come and die for us becomes greater than we thought it was.  
And when we see more the glory of Christ in beholding Him we are changed into His 
likeness.  We cannot gaze upon the most selfless act in the universe and then go out and be
self-serving.  This is the road to true spiritual maturity.  So let me ask you, are you mature? 

1 Tony Reinke, Newton on the Christian Life, p148-149.


