Romans 16


As we turn to chapter 16, we find a long list of names – people that Paul has met throughout his journeys whom he expects to be among the readers of his letter.  This expectation reminds us that travel within the Roman empire was both easy and common.  Methods of transportation may have improved since then, but diplomatically it was much easier to go from Jerusalem to Rome in Paul’s day than it is in our own.  People took advantage of this, and moved freely about the Roman empire much as they do throughout the United States.  In verse 5, for example, Paul specifically refers to someone who had moved from Achaia, which we now call Greece, to Rome.


The first person Paul mentions is Phoebe, who may very well have been the one who carried this letter to the Roman Christians, perhaps as she was making a business trip from Corinth (Cenchrea is a port near that town) to Rome.  Paul calls her a servant of the church, and the word here is the same term used for those who hold the office of deacon.  This is thus one of the principal texts which support the idea of women holding such an office – although it is also possible to read the word in a less formal way simply to mean someone who serves the church.


Phoebe was probably a woman of some prominence and means, however, as Paul mentions that she has been a helper of many, including Paul.  The word here for helper can also mean a patron.  Phoebe was thus probably a prominent and generous member of the Corinthian church.


Her name, and the names of the other women on Paul’s list, indicate just how revolutionary Christianity was and continues to be with regard to women’s rights.  From the time that the angel spoke to Mary and Jesus revealed Himself as the Messiah to the woman at the well, to the time when Jesus’ resurrection was first announced to the women at the tomb and Jesus was first seen in His resurrected body by Mary Magdalene, women have always played central roles in the life of the Church.  

In a similar vein, verse 3 speaks of Priscilla and Aquila, a husband-and-wife team who helped Apollos learn more about the gospel (see Acts 18:24-26).  Paul calls Priscilla his fellow-worker, and praises her as someone who risked her life for him.  Verse 7 probably describes another married couple, who are described as apostles, which probably means they were missionaries sent out much like Paul was to spread the good news.  Verse 6 speaks of Mary and verse 12 describes three women, all of whom worked hard in the Lord, and although Paul doesn’t specify the nature of their labors, they certainly weren’t the last ladies who got things done in the Church!

But this list also points out that there were both Jewish and Gentile Christians in the Roman Church.  Most of the names are Gentiles, but in verses 7 and 11 Paul speaks of his countrymen, his kinfolk.  The Roman church was thus a living example of the unity of the Body of Christ of which Paul has been writing.

Look also at the close relationships Paul describes in these verses.  In verse 1 Phoebe is called his sister.  Paul says he gives thanks for Priscilla and Aquila in verse 4.  In verse 5 Epaenetus is called beloved, as is Amplias in verse 8 and Stachys in verse 9.  Paul’s reference to Rufus in verse 13 speaks of his closeness not only to him but to his mother – Paul felt like they were family.  This too is an illustration of Paul’s point throughout this book – that in Christ we are all one.  It’s no wonder that he asks all his readers to greet each other with kisses in verse 16.  
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Well, today we conclude the study of Romans that we began on October 25 of 2006, and as is the case in so many New Testament books, the ending takes you right back to the beginning.  Paul has now completed his great summary of Christian teaching, explaining the gospel of salvation by God’s grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone.  He has addressed the question of the relationship of Jews and Gentiles, including the question of what happens to unbelieving Jews, as well as the relationship that Jewish believers and Gentile believers should have toward one another in the Church.  He has urged his readers to seek unity within the body, and his long list of greetings in the beginning of chapter 16 have reminded us that the Roman Church was indeed made up of all sorts of people.

It is with all those thoughts in mind that Paul gives us his closing comments, beginning in verse 17 (read).  Now, at first glance, this doesn’t seem to agree with chapters 14-15, in which Paul has urged his readers to put up with one another’s weaknesses – look especially at verses 1-2 of chapter 15.  How now does Paul say that we should avoid people?


Look back at 14:1.  The context of chapters 14 and 15 has to do with Christians who disagree over “doubtful things,” things about which Christians can in good conscience disagree.  These would include whether to observe the Old Testament dietary laws, or whether or not to eat meat that had been involved in idol worship.  

Unfortunately, there are other, more important things about which people who call themselves Christians disagree, and it is these things that Paul has in mind in chapter 16 verse 17.  There are some who cause divisions and offenses which are contrary to the doctrine that Paul is teaching and that the Roman Christians have learned.  Instead of bearing with such false teachers, Paul says, his readers should avoid them.
Okay, so how can his readers tell the difference between disagreements that are over “doubtful” things and disagreements that are important enough to put people who teach those things out of the Church?  Well, one way is for them to pay attention to everything that Paul has been teaching them.  If someone teaches anything that is not in accordance with the Bible, that someone should not be accepted by Christians.  In other words, Biblical truth must be our standard of truth.
Paul gives us another test in verse 18.  If someone is teaching something that isn’t aimed at glorifying Jesus Christ, but is instead only concerned with benefitting the speaker, that is a good sign that Christians shouldn’t listen to that teaching.  If the teacher is in it for himself, don’t listen to him.  
Verse 18 gives us another clue:  deceptive speech.  If you find out someone is deceiving you, he isn’t working for Jesus.  Jesus told us that Satan is a liar and the father of those who lie.  Liars have no place in Christian ministry.

What does all this tell us about some of our current struggles in the Presbyterian Church today?  What about those who claim that the Biblical teachings about sexuality are wrong or out of date?  What about those who desire teaching ministries even though they want to go on satisfying their illicit desires?  What about those who hide their true intentions with protests that they are only interested in justice?

But all of this doesn’t mean that Paul wants his readers to become suspicious, or even students of whatever heresies are floating around in the world.  Instead, he encourages them to become experts in the truth, and to express that expertise with their lives as well as with their lips.  Look at verse 19.  Paul is glad that his readers are living according to the teaching that he has presented in his letter.  And so he wants them to grow in their knowledge of what is good – not just to do the right thing, but to know why it is the right thing to do.  

By the way, this is probably the principal point at which the Church fell down in the last half of the 20th century.  A whole generation of young people embraced the gospel of hedonism rather than the gospel of Christ in no small measure because their parents either could not or would not explain to them why they should observe traditional standards of behavior.  It is thus not enough to know what to do.  You must be able to explain why it is right as well.

However, at the end of verse19, Paul says he doesn’t want his readers to have any knowledge of evil – certainly not any personal experience of it, but probably also not much intellectual knowledge of it.  He will be content if his readers become experts in righteousness, not experts in why wrong people are wrong.

Now, at this point, many great intellects would disagree.  They would say that it is critical to know your enemy, so that you can tell when he is deceiving you.  Perhaps some knowledge could be helpful, so that you can pick up on particular slogans or buzzwords.  It is helpful, for example, to know that when someone is reading Scripture in a worship service and that someone says, “Listen for the Word of God,” he is probably a neo-orthodox preacher, someone who doesn’t believe that the words of the Bible are really the words of God, someone who believes instead that you have a subjective experience of God’s Word as the words of the Bible are read.

That might be helpful, but if you really know your Bible well, you’ll be able to tell when such a preacher starts fudging on the truth anyway.  The important thing, after all, is not to understand in what way the crooked teaching is crooked.  The important thing is to be able to hold up the perfect standard of the Bible to whatever teaching you hear.  Then you will be able to tell where any human teaching is right and where it is wrong.  If you are wise in what is good, no one will be able to take advantage of you.

But all this measuring and checking and being on guard against the deceptions of Satan do get tiresome.  That’s why verse 20 is such a wonderful reminder – Jesus by His death and resurrection has already defeated Satan’s power, destroying all the power of sin and death.  And there will soon come a day when even Satan’s power to deceive will be crushed, on that day when Jesus comes again.

But why does Paul use the title “God of peace” when he refers to this final cataclysmic destruction of evil in the world?  Perhaps because in this way God will finally bring peace to our confused and muddled world.  Or perhaps Paul is pointing to the sobering truth that in order to bring peace, sometimes it is necessary to snuff out the evil in our midst.  Such a reminder would underscore his teaching in verse 17 – we shouldn’t tolerate deceptive, selfish, immoral teachers within the Church.  To insure the peace, unity and purity of the Church, it is necessary to exclude them.  Paul concludes verse 20 with yet another benediction, and we will indeed need God’s grace in order to discern and exclude the evil from within our midst.
Verse 21 begins another list of greetings.  Those at the beginning of the chapter were Paul’s greetings to those whom he expected to be among his readers in the Roman Church.  In contrast, these greetings are sent by those who are living and working in Corinth, the place from which Paul has written this letter.  You know Timothy, of course – Paul’s faithful disciple who accompanied him on his second and third missionary journeys.  Timothy would later go on to become a pastor in Ephesus, and Paul would write two letters of encouragement to him.  Lucius could refer to Luke, the author of one of the gospels, but we can’t know for sure.  Jason and Sosipater are called Paul’s countrymen, yet another reminder that there were many believing Jews in the first century Church.
The man mentioned in verse 22 is the secretary who wrote Paul’s words down as he dictated them.  Perhaps this was simply for efficiency – Winston Churchill used the same practice of composition – or perhaps it was because Paul had some sort of physical ailment like an eye problem.  In any event, Paul sometimes closed his letters with a greeting written in his own handwriting (see I Corinthians 16:21, for example).

Verse 23 seems to refer to two believers of some social status.  Gaius is wealthy enough to host Paul in his own home.  Erastus is an official in the Corinthian city government – the city treasurer.  Then as now, Christians have occupied all ranks and stations in life.  Verse 24 includes yet another benediction.

But the concluding benediction is much longer – taking up the last three verses of the book.  Here, Paul recapitulates many of the themes that have occupied this letter, many of which he introduced in the opening verses.

He begins by praising God for His ability to establish the Roman Church.  Now, we usually think of the establishment of a church as happening when it is first organized.  But this word can also mean undergirding or sustaining.  Paul is thus praying that God would support the Romans as they continue in their life and ministry together.

And how will God do this?  Well, through all of the ways that Paul has been describing throughout the whole book.  Paul’s readers will be sustained by all of Paul’s gospel, which has centered on the Person and Work of Jesus Christ.  In chapter 1 verse 1 Paul has claimed to be an apostle separated to the gospel of God, and here Paul reminds his readers that it is through that very gospel that they will be sustained.
Another way of describing the Person and Work of Christ that sustains Paul’s readers is to point to the mystery that was kept secret for many years but has now been revealed.  Paul has pointed to this mystery back in chapter 11, verse 25, and he discusses it in many of his other letters as well:  the mystery that the Gentiles as well as the Jews should be partakers of God’s grace provided in Christ (see also Ephesians 3:2-6 for a concise explanation of this).
But even though this truth wasn’t revealed until the coming of Christ, Paul nevertheless has found (and has pointed out) many Scriptural testimonies to God’s intention of including the Gentiles in His plan of salvation – we saw four of these in the middle of chapter 15 (verses 9-12).  That’s why Paul can say in 16:26 that Christ has been revealed and made known to all nations by the prophetic Scriptures.  The salvation of the Gentiles had been part of God’s plan all along – it was just that people didn’t realize it until the time of Christ.
So, Paul’s readers will be sustained by the teaching found in the Scriptures.  But verse 26 also says that they will be sustained according to the commandment of the everlasting God for obedience to the faith.  In other words, it isn’t enough simply to know what is right.  It isn’t enough even to exclude from the Church those who teach what isn’t right.  We must also do what is right, as Paul has explained in chapters 12-15, which include our patience with those who are weak in their faith.  

We find similar emphases in the opening verses of Romans (see 1:5).  God gave Paul grace, and sent him out with a message for obedience to the faith among all nations.  The Gentiles are included, and all believers are called not only to believe but to live in obedience to God’s law of love.  That’s what it means to be called in Jesus Christ – not just to be saved from our sins in the hereafter, but to be saved from them here and now, to live lives that are pleasing to God and beneficial to others.

Paul thus fittingly closes the entire book by giving God alone the credit for all the wisdom contained in it, and by giving God all glory through Jesus Christ forever.  AMEN.
