
The Gospel in Romans: Romans 16:1-16 
INTRODUCTION 
1. John Chrysostom (A.D. 349-407) in preaching on this passage in the late fourth century said: 

“I think that many even of those who have the appearance of being extremely good men, hasten over this part of the 
Epistle as superfluous, and having no great weight in it. And I think that the same befalls them in regard to the genealogy 
that is in the Gospel. For because it is a catalogue of names, they think they cannot get any great good from it. Yet the 
gold founders’ people are careful even about the little fragments; while these pass over even such great cakes of gold.”  

(John Chrysostom, The Epistle to the Romans, Homily XXXI) 

 How many of us have been guilty of this kind of neglect of such passages in our own study of Scripture? 

 But if we believe all Scripture is God-breathed and profitable, we should be happy to study any portion of it! 
“But if any be a lover of wisdom, and a friend to spiritual entertainments, let him be told that even the things which 
seem to be unimportant in Scripture, are not placed there at random and to no purpose, and that even the old laws 
have much to profit us.” (John Chrysostom, The Epistle to the Romans, Homily XXXI) 

2. There are other passages like this one in Paul’s writings, sort of, but nothing remotely as extensive. (cf. 2Tim. 4:19) 

 The unusual form of this section is so distinct some modern scholars question whether Paul even wrote ch. 16! 

 The textual evidence for this chapter is solid; it belongs to the whole letter, but its distinctness is important. 
3. Paul has never visited Rome, but he has encountered, worked with, or heard of many of the saints living there. 

 Rome is an important church being situated in the capital of the Empire, and a launching point for Paul to Spain. 

 These extensive greetings serve to strengthen Paul’s acquaintance with and status among the Roman saints. 

“Travel between various parts of the Roman Empire was more common than some have previously supposed. 
Further, Paul need not have known every single person greeted. He may greet some because their reputation has 
reached him. The greeting of so many in Rome confirms the thesis that Paul was aware of the circumstances in the 
Roman churches. His knowledge of their situation was not obscure and vague, but was probably quite specific given 
his contact with the many persons listed in this chapter.” (T. Schreiner, Romans, p. 790) 

4. Our approach today will be twofold: first an overview of the passages itself, then a more extensive application of it. 

I. ANALYZING THE TEXT 
A. Phoebe, Our Sister and Servant of the Church in Cenchreae (1-2) 

1. Some manuscripts (including Maj. Text) contain a subscription identifying Phoebe as bearer to Rome. 

 Paul’s commendation (sυνίστημι) of Phoebe almost certainly served as a formal introduction. 

“Letters of commendation were common in the ancient world since those traveling were often unknown 
and needed hospitality and support to carry on their business or ministry (cf. Acts 18:27; 2Cor. 3:1; 4:2; 
5:12; 10:12; 12:11; 2 John 9-10; 1 Macc. 12:43; 2 Macc. 9:25).” (T. Schreiner, Romans, p. 786) 

 Phoebe was part of the church in Cenchreae (Κεγχρεαί), the eastern port 8 miles from Corinth. 

 Apparently Phoebe was traveling to Rome, likely to take care of some matter (πραγματι) (of law?). 
2. Paul identifies three outstanding attributes of Phoebe in recommending her to the Roman saints. 

 OUR SISTER (τὴν ἀδελφὴν ἡμῶν) – She is not just special to Paul but is part of the family of God. 

 SERVANT OF THE CHURCH (διάκονον τῆς ἐκκλησίας) – Arguably the most debated of the descriptions. 
 The word for servant is also translated minister and deacon in our English translations. 

 The noun is used 29x in the NT, only two of which definitely refer to “office.” (1Tim. 3:8, 12) 
 It refers far more often to a general role of service than to a formally ordained office. 

 It should be noted women were greatly involved both in Jesus’ ministry and the early church. 
Lk. 8:1-3; Jn. 19:25; 20:1-18; Acts 2:14-21; 8:12; 9:36-41; 12:12; 16:15; Php. 4:2-3; 1Tim. 5:3-16 
 Questioning if Phoebe was a “deacon” doesn’t diminish the significance of her service. 
 If 1 Tim. 3:8-13 refers to female deacons, the qualifications seem significantly unbalanced. 

 Prior doctrinal commitments seem often to influence interpretation more than the basic text. 
 Those favoring deaconesses and/or female ordination see Phoebe in an official capacity. 
 Those doubting a formal female diaconate or denying female ordination usually do not. 

 Phoebe may have served the church specially w/o being a deacon in the 1 Timothy 3 sense. 
 There is biblical and historical evidence of older widows mentoring the younger women and 

caring for the needs of other women in the church. 1Tim. 5:3-16; Tit. 2:3-5 
 Whatever her specific role, we can assume it consistent with 1Cor. 14:3-35 & 1Tim. 2:11-12. 

 PATRON OF MANY AND OF PAUL (προστάτις) – This term may refer to various kinds of assistance but 
likely means Phoebe was a woman of some wealth who financially assisted Paul in his ministry. 



B. Prisca and Aquila, Paul’s Fellow Workers (3-5a) 
1. Priscilla and Aquila are mentioned 6x in the NT, and in four of those cases Priscilla is named first. 

 They were friends and co-workers with Paul, hosting him during his ministry in Corinth. (Ac. 18:1-3) 
o Most likely the couple was converted under Paul’s preaching in the city of Corinth. 

 The two departed Corinth with Paul and were left by him at Ephesus to begin sowing the seed there. 
o They may have “risked their necks” for Paul during his 3 years in Ephesus if they were still there. 

 In the years after, the couple return to Rome and are hosting a congregation when Paul writes. 
2. Clearly this is a special couple, laboring with Paul at Corinth, Ephesus, and now by extension at Rome. 

 They were tent-makers, not necessarily in “vocational ministry,” but the gospel/Church is their life. 

 They not only personally blessed (and saved) Paul’s life, all the Gentiles saints were blessed as well. 
o Do not underestimate the potential good done by serving a gospel minister who serves others. 

3. This is one of the few (only?) instances in the NT of a person saying “thank you” to another individual. 

 The Bible focuses attention on thanking God for the blessings of life, even for the blessing of friends. 

 Like Paul we ought to say “thank you,” but even more we ought to say, “I thank God for you.” 
C. A Host of Brothers and Sisters (5b-15) 

1. A host of people are named in these verses, and Paul says something special about almost all of them. 

 There are men and women; Jews and Gentiles; slaves and free; Greek, Latin, and Roman names. 

 I know your favorite word. Paul knew too. What does it mean to have someone greet you by name? 
2. Epaenetus (praise-worthy), loved by Paul, one of the first converts to Christ in Asia (Minor) or Achaia. 
3. Mary, a hard worker in the Roman church. Pay attention to how many workers Paul greets by name. 
4. Andronicus and Junia – perhaps the most debated pair in the entire chapter among modern scholars. 

 The issue is the second name which could be masculine or feminine depending on how it’s accented. 
o While a great deal of ink has been spilled on the subject, there has been more heat than light. 
o As in the case of Phoebe’s role, one’s conclusions often hinge on prior theological commitments. 

 For example, some egalitarians go so far as to claim Junia is a female apostle like the Twelve. 
 Opponents of female ordination may also lean toward a view based more on their position. 

o Until the 13th century the virtual unanimous testimony of the Church is that Junia is a woman. 
 Though the alternative is possible, this seems to me to be the more plausible view. 
 If we’re correct in thinking Junia is female, she and Andronicus are almost certainly married. 

 What does Paul say about this couple? Four very significant things. 
o THEY ARE PAUL’S KINSMEN, i.e. Jews. (cf. vv. 7, 21) 
o THEY ARE PAUL’S FELLOW PRISONERS, not currently but formerly either together or separately. 
o THEY ARE “WELL KNOWN BY” (ESV) OR “OUTSTANDING AMONG” (NASB) THE APOSTLES. 

 Some make much of this verse, thinking it overturns clear prohibitions of female ordination. 
 But apostoloj (messenger) is also used of other leaders /missionaries. Ac. 14:14; Gal. 1:19 
 The most likely reference is to missionary work as a husband and wife—similar to Aquila and 

Priscilla or Peter and his wife (cf. 1Cor. 9:5)—which led to imprisonment at some time. 
o THEY WERE IN CHRIST BEFORE PAUL, indicating their conversion was earlier than his. 

“Since Paul, in the second relative clause, acknowledges that they were ‘in Christ’ before him, we 
might infer that Andronicus and Junia were among those early ‘Hellenistic’ Jews in Jerusalem and 
that, like Peter and his wife (cf. 1 Cor. 9:5), they moved about in the eastern Mediterranean (where 
they encountered and perhaps were imprisoned with Paul), seeking to bring men and women to faith 
in Christ.” (D. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans, p. 924) 

5. Ampliatus was a common name among Roman slaves; it means “large;” do we truly love those in Christ? 
6. Urbanus means “of the city” (cf. urban) and likely only known to Paul by reputation (τὸν συνεργὸν ἡμῶν) 
7. Stachys is a Greek name and a rare one; we know nothing about him except that Paul loved him too. 
8. Apelles was a common name among the Jews; Paul’s confidence may indicate very faithful fruitfulness. 
9. References to the households of Aristobulus and Narcissus likely indicate neither were believers. 

 Both may be deceased, and “household” could refer to relatives or (maybe more likely?) slaves. 

 Some believe this Aristobulus was the historical grandson of Herod the Great, brother of Agrippa I. 

 The next reference to Herodian, presumably a Jewish saint formerly connected to the Herod family 
(quite possibly as a slave), may strengthen this possibility. 

 Many Christians in the early church were slaves and faithful. Col. 3:22-4:1; 1Tim. 6:1-2; 1Pe. 2:18-21 



10. Some think this Narcissus was the freedman who served Claudius and then was compelled by Agrippina 
to commit suicide when Nero took power. The gospel was making inroads everywhere. (cf. Php. 4:22) 

11. Tryphena and Tryphosa were probably sisters, maybe twins. Same root – “delicate” and “dainty” 
12. Persis was a common slave name; she was a hard worker and was also beloved. 
13. Rufus is described by Paul as “elect in the Lord,” a strong statement of confidence in the brother’s faith. 

 Paul also sent greetings to Rufus’s mother, who was like a mother to Paul as well. 

 It is unlikely there was a literal family relationship with Paul, but they were clearly precious to him. 

 It is very likely this is the same Rufus whose father was Simon of Cyrene (Mark 15:21). 

 If so, it is a remarkable example of the power of God’s sovereign grace in saving that family! 
14. Asyncritus, Phlegon, Hermes, Patrobas, Hermas, and other unnamed brothers with them are greeted. 

 All of these are also common slave names, so it is possible they were or had been in that condition. 

 This is without doubt a reference to one of the several congregations meeting in the city of Rome. 
15. Philologus (love of word/learning) and Julia were common slave names and may have been married. 

 Nereus and his (apparently unnamed) sister are thought by some to be their children. 

 Olympas and “all the saints who are with them” show this is another reference to a congregation. 
D. A Concluding Exhortation and Greeting (16) 

1. Non-romantic kissing was and is, in many places, the customary form of greeting. (Mt. 26:49; Ac. 20:37) 

 Paul was not introducing a new practice here or prescribing a liturgical ritual for the saints. 

 He emphasizes the nature of the greeting: a holy kiss. 1Cor. 16:20; 2Cor. 13:12; 1Th. 5:26; 1Pet. 5:14 

“Then let the men give the men, and the women give the women, the Lord's kiss.” 
(Apostolic Constitutions, 3rd or 4th century) 

2. The greeting from all of “Christ’s churches” (αἱ ἐκκλησίαι τοῦ Χριστοῦ) may refer to those Paul taught. 

 The genitive case here denotes possession; it is a description—Christ’s churches—not a title. 

 They are Christ’s churches because they belong to (by redemption) and follow the Lord Jesus Christ. 

II. APPLYING THE TEXT 
A. Familial Unity in the Body of Christ 

1. Selfless love as brothers and sisters in God’s family is a defining mark of true Christians. Jn. 13:34-35 

 Family is defined differently for those who follow Jesus Christ. Matt. 10:34-37; Mark 3:31-35 

 Believers in Jesus anywhere and everywhere are our brethren, whether we ever met them or not. 
2. The spiritual bond between Christian brothers and sisters is stronger than superficial distinctions. 

 We have been brought together by God from different races, nations, and backgrounds. Gal. 3:28 

 What unites us is not what we superficially may have in common but what we have in Jesus Christ! 
B. Social/Egalitarian Unity in the Body of Christ 

1. I am loath to use the term “egalitarian” because of its modern social and ecclesiological connotation. 

 The term egalitarian is most often used to describe the denial of gender distinct roles in the church. 

 The equality of man and woman in Christ does not alter the fact that they have different functions 
and callings within the visible church. 1Tim. 2:11-3:13; 1Cor. 14:33-37 

2. What do we mean by “egalitarian unity”? Simply this, that in Christ all people are equal before God. 

 Nine of the twenty-six names in this chapter are women. Many are slaves or once were slaves. 

 There are Jews and Gentiles, Roman citizens and non-citizens, wealthy and poor in this passage. 

 But none of that matters in Christ, because we are all one in Christ Jesus. 
3. This should not be taken to deny God’s gifts, callings, and specified roles within the church on earth. 

 But it does rightly and biblically exalt women, the outcast, the poor, and those the world despises. 

 The family of God recognizes, includes, and honors those the world does not. 1Cor. 1:18-26 
4. You don’t have to do something great or be someone important on earth to be important to God. 

 If you are a believer in Jesus, God loves you and accepts you. What greater honor could there be? 

 Worry less about your status and think more of your brothers and sisters. Mk. 14:6-9; 2Ti. 1:16-18 
C. Vocational Unity in the Body of Christ 

1. It’s no coincidence Paul greets so many co-workers. Fellow workers are closer than fellow watchers. 

 There is a special bond between those who have walked together, fought together, labored 
together, suffered together, and prayed together. (cf. Php. 1:3-8; 2:19-30; 4:2-3) 



2. Fellowship in the Lord is about joint participation, sharing in Christ’s kingdom, not just sharing a pew. 

 We’re not members of a social club attending meetings and paying dues before returning to life. 

 This is our life. We belong to Him. We are citizens in heaven. We live to worship, work, and pray. 
3. What is your excuse for not being more engaged in the Body and work of Christ? Is it that you are a 

woman (vv. 1-2, 3-4, 6, 7, 12, 15)? A busy businessman (vv. 1-2, 3-5)? A prisoner (v. 7)? Slave (vv. 10-11)? 
Surrounded by worldly people (vv. 10-11)? All of those groups are represented here. 

D. Organic Unity in the Body of Christ 
1. There is one Body, one Church, though dispersed among many local congregations. Eph. 4:4; 1:22-23 

 One Church, but Paul sends greetings from the churches; local distribution, but organic unity. 

 Is Christ divided? No! But in what way is the unity of Christ’s body being represented among us? 
2. As we noted when studying 14:1-15:13, sadly there are necessary and unavoidable church divisions. 

 Some churches deny or corrupt the gospel of Christ, and this cannot be tolerated. (Gal. 1:6-9) 

 When brethren disagree on matters involving important doctrines and corporate worship, 
fellowship will inevitably be disrupted, even if salvation is not always at stake. (cf. Rom. 14:23) 

 We can only be responsible for our own faith, teaching, and practice. (Acts 20:28-32; 1Pet. 5:1-4) 
3. Paul speaks as if there is one church in Rome, yet there are (at least) five congregations. 5, 10, 11, 14, 15 

 Similarly there was one church in Jerusalem, yet more than 5,000 Christians? (Acts 2:41, 46-47; 4:4) 

 Most Christians worshipped in homes at this time, and the largest could only accommodate 50-80. 
4. The apostles had power over all the churches with the authority given to them by Christ. (cf. Mt. 18:18) 

 When doctrinal error arose, Church leaders gathered in Jerusalem to address it. (Acts 15:1-32) 

 Apostolic and authoritative letters were circulated among all the churches. (Col. 4:16; 1Cor. 14:37) 
5. There was no lone ranger ministry, no “Christianity” outside or apart from the visible Church. 

 The Church of Christ was/is one, though distributed in various places and numerous congregations. 

 Congregations acted orderly as led by their elders under Christ’s authority. (1Cor. 14:40; Heb. 13:17) 
6. The Church of Christ described in the NT does not look like the Roman Catholic Church. 

 Nor does it resemble hierarchical and overbearing denominational structures. (e.g. UMC, Anglican) 

 But neither does it look like independent, non-denominational churches, even if faithful to gospel. 
7. We need as a congregation to take this issue very seriously, to reflect on it prayerfully and biblically. 

 We need to be willing to explore Scripture and ask ourselves: what is the church supposed to be? 

 Are we reflecting the organic unity of the Body of Christ described and prescribed in the NT? 
8. The Apostles’ Creed is part of our General Statement of Faith under Article X: The Ancient Creeds. 

 Listen to the affirmations of this ancient summary of the Christian faith. 

I believe in God, the Father Almighty, the Maker of heaven and earth, 
And in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord: Who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the virgin 

Mary, suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried; He descended into hell.  
The third day He arose again from the dead; He ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the right hand 
of God the Father Almighty; from thence he shall come to judge the quick and the dead. 

I believe in the Holy Ghost; the holy catholic church; the communion of saints; the forgiveness of sins; 
the resurrection of the body; and the life everlasting. Amen. 

 The phrase “holy catholic Church” refers not to Roman Catholic but the catholic (universal) Church. 
9. Can we really affirm we believe this? And if so, to what extent does our church government reflect it? 

 This is a call for study, prayer, and conversation, not the declaration of a solution or action. 

 As saints committed to reformation based on Scripture, we must always examine ourselves in light 
of God’s Word, and be careful not to read God’s Word in light of our practices or assumptions. 

 
PRAYER OF REFLECTION 
 
  Holy Father, we pray you would create within us the same spirit of love and harmony we see in this passage 

announcing Paul’s love for the saints in Rome. Help us, O God, that we might love each other in the same way, and walk 

together in the fullness of New Testament fellowship. Give us wisdom and grace to do so. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 


