What in the World is God Doing?
Part 59: Family Inheritance
Romans 16:1-16
16 I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant of the church at Cenchreae, 2 that you may welcome her in the Lord in a way worthy of the saints, and help her in whatever she may need from you, for she has been a patron of many and of myself as well. 

3 Greet Prisca and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus, 4 who risked their necks for my life, to whom not only I give thanks but all the churches of the Gentiles give thanks as well. 5 Greet also the church in their house. Greet my beloved Epaenetus, who was the first convert to Christ in Asia. 6 Greet Mary, who has worked hard for you. 7 Greet Andronicus and Junia, my kinsmen and my fellow prisoners. They are well known to the apostles, and they were in Christ before me. 8 Greet Ampliatus, my beloved in the Lord. 9 Greet Urbanus, our fellow worker in Christ, and my beloved Stachys. 10 Greet Apelles, who is approved in Christ. Greet those who belong to the family of Aristobulus. 11 Greet my kinsman Herodion. Greet those in the Lord who belong to the family of Narcissus. 12 Greet those workers in the Lord, Tryphaena and Tryphosa. Greet the beloved Persis, who has worked hard in the Lord. 13 Greet Rufus, chosen in the Lord; also his mother, who has been a mother to me as well. 14 Greet Asyncritus, Phlegon, Hermes, Patrobas, Hermas, and the brothers who are with them. 15 Greet Philologus, Julia, Nereus and his sister, and Olympas, and all the saints who are with them. 16 Greet one another with a holy kiss. All the churches of Christ greet you. 

Last week, we saw how Paul’s plans to go to Rome and on to Spain took a dramatic turn in Jerusalem when he was beaten within an inch of his life by Messiah-hating Jews and taken into Roman custody. Jerusalem was the city in which Rabbi Saul Paulus of Tarsus was once a rising star. He once had many friends there. His sister and her family lived there. 
But when the Apostle Paul returned to Jerusalem following his encounter with Jesus, the gospel he preached ended his friendships. He was now a hated and hunted man in the city he had called home. Preaching the forgiveness of sins through the cross death of Messiah Jesus meant rejection upon rejection and hatred upon hatred. But Jesus promised, “Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or lands, for my sake and for the gospel, 30 who will not receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to come eternal life (Mark 10:29-30).
Our passage this morning proves Jesus’ words. Paul had been given many, many new friends that were closer than his own family members. Perhaps this is why Paul is the only apostle to write with such force on the believer’s adoption and heirship. He understood he had a new and eternal family. We get a glimpse of that as we see the number of people he knew personally in a city to which he had never even traveled. 
After so many weeks spent plumbing the depths of gospel doctrine in Paul’s letter to the Romans, it’s very good to be reminded that Paul wrote this as a letter to actual people with real (not virtual) lives; they were folks with whom Paul had real relationships and for whom he had real love and genuine concern.  As one scholar writes, “…it is fitting that this letter, which has given us so much solid doctrinal teaching, should end with this emphasis on persons, on love, and on a reminder that humble servants of God perform all sorts of active ministry”.

I. VARIETY OF NAMES 
A. Diversity
1. John Calvin has an interesting take on Romans 16: “The greater part of this chapter is taken up with salutations; and as they contain no difficulties, it would be useless to dwell long on them.” 
 
2. There are some things we can learn from this section and a few things we know about a few of the people mentioned. Even Calvin takes a little space pointing out what can be known about the brothers and sisters Paul mentions.
3. First, there are a remarkable variety of names flowing out of Paul’s heart. It’s amazing to think of Paul dictating this letter and mentioning 26 people and giving so many special descriptions – all of them in a church he had never attended and all off the top of his head.
4. Some of these names are Jewish names. There are men and women mentioned; and the women (9 of them!) are mentioned with great honor – a very unusual thing for a 1st-century Jew like Paul. The New Testament Church was not into Patriarchy.
5. Take Phoebe, in 16:1, who Paul entrusted to carry this letter from Corinth to Rome.  Donald Grey Barnhouse wrote, “Never was there a greater burden carried by such tender hands. The theological history of the church through the centuries was in the manuscript which she brought with her. The Reformation was in that baggage. The blessing of multitudes in our day was carried in those parchments.”

6. In v. 13, Paul says of Rufus the Red’s mother that she had been a mother to Paul. Rufus was likely the same Rufus mentioned by Mark’s gospel account as the son of Simon of Cyrene who carried Jesus’ cross to Calvary (Mk. 15:21).
7. Adding to the diversity of this list, there are Roman names and Greek names. There are different levels of wealth represented. Phoebe has been large donor to church work in the area of Corinth. 
8. Paul calls her a deaconess, a servant of the church. Whether he means she has an official title or simply that she is a servant isn’t relevant to this list. Paul doesn’t attach official titles to any of the other names because his emphasis is on their service for Christ, not their status inside or outside the church.
9. New Testament leaders were just not as deeply concerned with office, as we are. Instead they were concerned with normal Christian behavior or functions. What they cared about was that Christian people should actually be the servants of others, as Jesus was, not whether they had a badge saying, “I am a servant [deacon or deaconess] of the church.”

10. In the world, an office or a title is something you work to earn. In the church, a title is only an acknowledgement of the particular gifts the Holy Spirit has given to the church through a particular person. 

11. In this list are at least three folks who have a large enough home for congregations to meet. And there are also those who have slave names. Yet Paul attaches loving value to each person.
12. He mention’s Prisca (Pricilla) and Aquila. Like Paul, they were Jewish tent makers. Paul met them in Corinth in 49 A.D.; they moved with him to Ephesus to plant a church there that impacted the business of local idol-makers and caused a riot.
13. Pricilla (Luke uses the diminutive, familiar name in Acts) and Aquila opened their home to Paul. They discipled the great preacher Apollos, teaching him the deeper truths of the gospel and equipping him for ministry in Corinth and throughout Roman Asia.
14. Paul mentions Epaenetus, who was the first convert to Christ in Asia (16:5). Likely this man was Paul’s first convert in Ephesus. That’s a very special thing for any missionary. Missionaries can labor for decades in an area before they see one person trust Jesus. Epaenetus was evidence that the light of the gospel was pushing back the darkness of Roman Asia.
B. Descriptions
1. Not only is there ethnic and social diversity in the Roman Church, there is a diversity of the way in which the Holy Spirit worked in the lives of his people.

2. As Paul thinks of the people he knows and loves in Rome, he speaks of their service. It gives us fresh insight into Paul’s statement as he opened this letter, “the gospel …is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek” (1:16).

3. The capital city was the center of power for the empire of Rome. It was the power to which Paul bid the church to be in subjection (Rom. 13). But Romans 16, there is a different kind of power, an upside down power, on display.
4. About 150 years after Paul wrote to the Roman church, early church father Tertullian wrote in his defense of Christianity: 

“We are but of yesterday, and we have filled every place among you—cities, islands, fortresses, towns, market-places, the very camp, tribes, companies, palace, senate, forum,—we have left nothing to you but the temples of your gods.”

5. The upside-down power of God is displayed in the way Paul describes these saints of Rome: “Servant (v. 1), helper (v. 2), fellow workers (vv. 3, 9), four people who are called beloved (vv. 5, 8, 9, 12), two called hard workers (vv. 6, 12), fellow prisoners, men of note among the apostles (v. 7), approved in Christ (v. 10), workers in the Lord (v. 12), eminent (v. 13), a mother to me (v. 13), saints (v. 15).”
 Those are marvelous titles!
6. The people listed had come from different places and different backgrounds. They had been drawn together in this wonderful work of serving Jesus by serving one another and the world around them as members of the family of God. 
7. In God’s upside-down kingdom power comes not from titles, not from wealth, not from social standing. It comes only from Jesus through the work of the Word and Spirit manifesting in selfless, humble service. It comes from hearts that know they don’t belong to themselves; they belong body and soul to Jesus.
8. Step one: It’s ALL about Jesus. Step two: See step one. 
9. The gospel conquered the Roman Empire with an upside down power of humility and service that bound together men and women, rich and poor, high-born and slave, Jew and non-Jew, carnivore and vegetarian into one great family.
II. VARIETY OF GRACES
A. Riches
1. The way Paul describes many of these individuals displays a rich variety of graces poured out upon the church to create gospel culture.
2. In verses 1-2, Paul introduces the Romans to Phoebe as a servant of the church at Cenchreae …she has been a patron of many and of myself as well. 
3. She seems to have been wealthy enough to support many people in need as she served in what was likely a daughter church in the port city of Cenchreae, 8 miles from Corinth. Paul notes that she provided money for his work as well. 

4. Perhaps she used some of her wealth to support Paul’s fundraising efforts for the deacon’s fund of the mother church in Jerusalem (since he mentions that mission only a few sentences before introducing her).
5. Jesus used Phoebe’s money to support his work. But many of the Gentiles that gave money to Jerusalem were poor. They gave out of their poverty (Mk. 12:44; Lk. 21:4) – upside down giving.
6. God used his people to pour out funding for service in the name of Jesus.
B. Risk
1. Next, Paul mentions Prisca and Aquila. “3 Greet Prisca and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus, 4 who risked their necks for my life, to whom not only I give thanks but all the churches of the Gentiles give thanks as well.”
2. The grace God poured out upon his Church moved this couple to put their very lives on the line for Paul and his gospel. Prisca and Aquila were willing to die for Paul.

3. You’re not truly willing to die for Christ unless you’re willing to put your life on the line for your brothers and sisters in Christ. Paul might be referring to the riot against the Christians that took place in Ephesus (Acts 19).
4. In some way, Prisca and Aquila were willing to put their lives on the line by standing up for Paul or by standing with Paul in a risky situation.  That was a grace Jesus poured out upon his Church through this couple. 
5. Are you a neck-risker? Are you willing to defend your brothers and sisters in Christ at even the cost of your reputation, perhaps even your life?
C. Hospitality and Hard Work
1. We find the graces of hospitality and hard work in this list. Besides Prisca and Aquila, there are at least two others willing to open their homes to the brothers and sisters for worship.

2. Prisca and Aquila opened their homes in Corinth and Ephesus for worship as well. They took in Paul and Apollos to live with them.

3. Then there is the grace of workers like Mary (15:6), Urbanus (9), Tryphaena and Tryphosa (12) who may have been twins. There is “Persis, who has worked hard in the Lord” (12).
4. Upon these people, the Holy Spirit had impressed the idea that their lives really were, first and foremost, about the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ. That gospel produces more than tongue love. It produces action.

5. If you truly trust that you were once dead in sin, deserving God’s holy wrath, but God in his one-way love chose you from before the foundation of the world; the Holy Spirit breathed life into your dead heart so that you willingly trusted into Jesus Christ who lived the perfect, law-keeping life you could never live and died the death you deserve; then you have been given the Spirit of Christ in you to change your affections and move you to serve God by serving others.
6. Are you a queen bee or a worker bee? Rufus the Red’s mother not only raised him and his brother, she mothered Paul as well. Jesus poured out the grace of mothering upon his church, raising up women to comfort and sustain even the great apostle Paul.
7. All of the saints Paul lists are different. Some display the same graces as others, yet they exercise them in different ways as providential circumstances dictate.

8. But do you notice there’s no “head table” here? There are no official titles handed out. No one on the list is named as more important in the church than another because (Step One) it’s all about Jesus.
9. What we see is the marvelous privilege of having brothers and sisters like this, who are given such a rich variety of graces. It takes a wide variety of people and a wide variety of graces poured out upon them to display the fullness of the one-way love of our Lord Jesus Christ for his people.

III. VARIETY OF CHURCHES
A. Three or Four
1. Finally, Paul writes about a variety of house churches. There were at least three, possibly more, mentioned in this list. Prisca and Aquila host a church in their home. “5 Greet also the church in their house” (16:5).
2. Verse 14 contains another congregation, “14 Greet Asyncritus, Phlegon, Hermes, Patrobas, Hermas, and the brothers who are with them.”

3. Then verse 15 contains another house church, “15 Greet Philologus, Julia, Nereus and his sister, and Olympas, and all the saints who are with them.”
4. It’s possible the people Paul lists from verses 5b through verse 13 comprise another house church as well; so that all the people he mentions are grouped according to their particular congregations.
B. Weak or Strong
1. Here’s something interesting. Paul spent three chapters speaking about gospel culture and potential divisions over matters of conscience over church calendar days and diets.
2. But who are the weak and who are the strong in this list of names? Why can’t we discover from this list who are the Victorious Vegetarians and who are the Carnivores for Christ? Who feasts and who fasts according to a church calendar?
3. We can’t pick them out because the apostle Paul embraces all of them without distinction as brothers and sisters in Christ Jesus. 
4. How is it possible for Paul to keep all of these folks on his mind, rattle off this list of names and speak loving encouragement to them? The only explanation is found way back at the beginning of this letter.
5. Romans 1:9, “9 For God is my witness, whom I serve with my spirit in the gospel of his Son, that without ceasing I mention you 10 always in my prayers….”
The crucial ingredient for gospel culture is prayer. Paul knows and loves these people because he prays for them constantly. I can’t speak for you, but my “complaining life” is often WAY stronger than my “prayer life”. We lean so much about each other when we pray for each other. That’s how Paul truly knew each of these people, each of the graces Christ poured out upon the church through them, and each of the house churches he mentions.
I have noticed many commentators and a few preachers spend a good deal of time on verse 16 and Paul’s words, “Greet one another with a holy kiss.” But only a few students see the crucial ingredient of prayer in and for the gospel culture as an underlying theme of this passage. The outward greeting is merely a symptom of rich prayer lives. These individuals become one temple of the Lord by serving one another in prayer.
How can Paul have confidence the Romans won’t tear their church apart in worship wars over diet and church calendar days? Because he constantly prays for them. How can he know all the different people and the blessings they bring to the church? Because he prays for them. Why does he long to come and visit them? Because he prays for them. And, he prays for INDIVIDUALS, not offices or titles. He prays for people as individuals. It’s likely that some of the hard work he commends some of these individuals for involves striving (15:30) in prayer.
It’s very difficult for a Victorious Vegetarian to hold onto contempt for a Carnivore for Christ if she is praying for him. It’s very difficult for one who still celebrates the Feast of Tabernacles to feel superior to one who does not if he is praying for her. It’s difficult to have tepid fellowship in a congregation where people are praying for one another. You have to work at having boring worship experiences if you’re praying for the individual souls in your congregation. 
A gospel culture is a praying culture. A praying culture is a loving culture. A loving culture is a working culture that celebrates its family inheritance of brothers and sisters in Christ as it weeps together over the lostness of the lost and strives in prayer and deeds to see the spiritually dead brought to life in Christ.
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