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In the second century the Roman Emperor, Hadrian sent a philosopher named Aristides 
to spy out the sect known as “Christians.” Having seen them in action, Aristides returned 
in 125 AD to give his report, which included the famous conclusion: “Behold! How they 
love one another.” Tragically, this report would probably not be given today of the 
modern church. He is more likely to observe, “Behold! How they criticize one another” 
or “Behold! How they try to outdo one another.” 
 
OUTLINE 
 
Romans 16, is for most readers, the least interesting chapter in this epistle. To many it is 
like reading a telephone directory of dead people! However, Paul tells us in 2 Timothy 
3:16 that, “All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for 
correction, for instruction in righteousness.” So if there is profit in all Scripture, we need to 
consider what lessons we can learn from this passage.  
 This long list of greetings to various persons gives us a snapshot of the early 
church. It will also tell us much about the character of the great apostle. This window 
into his soul reveals his: 
 
(1) INTEREST IN OTHERS 
(2) PARTNERSHIP WITH OTHERS 
(3) THANKFULNESS FOR OTHERS 
 

(1) INTEREST IN OTHERS 

The first thing this list reveals is Paul’s interest in others. Paul was a great theologian, 
scholar, church planter, and defender of the faith. Often a man like this tends to be 
somewhat remote from people. However, the Apostle Paul was a man who loved Christ 
and the saints of God. He was no “ivory tower theologian” who distanced himself from 
others in the Body of Christ. 
 Paul was a man who loved greatly the saints of God and was loved greatly in 
return. Writing to the Galatians he gives us this insight, “for I bear you record, that, if it had 
been possible, ye would have plucked out your own eyes, and have given them to me” (Gal. 4:15b). The 
saints there had such a love for Paul that they would have given their eyes for him if it 
could possibly have helped him.  
 Paul was a man whose primary focus was not on buildings or budgets but people. 
Writing to the Philippians this clearly comes forth, “Therefore, my brethren dearly beloved and 
longed for, my joy and crown, so stand fast in the Lord, my dearly beloved” (Philp. 4:1). Right 
doctrine is not to be viewed in isolation, but is to lead to right relationships with others.  
 In these 16 verses to the Romans, Paul sends greetings to 28 persons. The amazing 
thing is that this is a city that he had never visited. How many here could remember 28 
names from another church in a city they have visited - never mind one they had never 
been to? This not only gives us an example of Paul’s great memory but even more 
important it likely reveals a group of individuals he was praying for. This man had an 
incredibly busy life yet he took time to think about others. He had the perfect excuse for 
forgetting names and details about people. However, being out of sight was not out of 
mind for Paul.  
 
DIVERSITY OF CHURCH 
 
There is a great diversity in this eclectic church in Rome. We can see: 
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(1) Many women, couples, and even a mother and a son. Foolish writers claim that Paul 
was a misogynist yet they fail to note how he honoured and respected the women who 
helped him in his ministry. We should also note the vital work they played. Paul 
constantly brings up their incredible and fervent efforts in the church. It is also inspiring 
to see families working together in this local church. That should be the aim of every 
Christian home. 
 
(2) Jews/Gentiles – This church was made up of the two major racial groups. He 
mentions his Jewish kinsfolk such as Andronicus and Junia (v. 7). By contrast, Phoebe 
(v1-2) has a name derived from a Gentile pagan god.  
 
(3) Slaves and Masters – the church had a diverse mixture of social status of the rich and 
the abject poor. Amplias, Urbane, Stachys and Apelles (v8-10) were all common slave 
names - some Roman, some Greek. By contrast, Aristobulus, Herodion, and Narcissus 
(v10-11) seem to have some connection to the imperial household in Rome. 
 
(4) Diverse ministries - Some like Aquila and Priscilla were Bible teachers who hosted 
churches in their home (v3), whereas others like Mary were people who “bestowed much 
labour on us” (v6). Some like Andronicus and Junia had even spent time with Paul in 
prison (v7). 
 

The diversity of the church at Rome proves Paul’s point in Romans 1:16 that the 
gospel truly is, “the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and also 
to the Greek.” It also proves that this epistle is written to the ordinary people as well as to 
the scholars.  

Most of these people are never mentioned anywhere else in the New Testament. 
Yet, they clearly were significant to Paul. He not only knew their names but many details 
about their lives. Every believer, whether rich or poor, was an honoured member of 
God’s family to Paul. He lived out what he taught the Galatians, “There is neither Jew nor 
Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus” 
(Gal. 3:28). This impartial spirit to all is the same the Master who took time to witness to 
the needs of the wealthy Jewish ruler, Nicodemus in John 3 as well as the despised 
Samaritan adulteress in John 4. Paul is interested in all because God is interested in all!  

DL Moody erected the great Moody Church in Chicago. When it was built he 
placed a large sign with these wonderful words “Ever welcome to this House of God are 
strangers and the poor.” That is the heart of Paul and Jesus Christ. That should be the 
heartbeat of this church. This is not a Chinese church nor is it a Middle Class church but 
this is a Christian church!  

Paul instructed the Roman believers to welcome Phoebe “ye receive her in the Lord, 
as becometh saints” (v2a). In the same manner we say to every true saint of God, “welcome 
in Jesus’ Name.” This is Christ’s church and Who He invites we have no right to despise 
or reject. Save for rightful church discipline, to reject or neglect to warmly welcome a 
true believer is a sin. It is not mere social courtesy but a tangible expression that we are 
all brothers and sisters with the same Father. Paul emphasizes repeatedly in this passage 
that these believers are in “the Lord.” Hence, any visitor that darkens the door of this 
sanctuary may come as a stranger, but they should leave as a friend.  

 
 (2) PARTNERSHIP WITH OTHERS 

Paul was not only a man interested in others but he was also a man who worked with 
others. He was a pastor who fully recognized the gifts in others and sought to partner 
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with other believers in local churches. He was not a maverick doing his own thing 
independent of the church. In Romans 12:4-5 he reminded us of our interdependence, 
“For as we have many members in one body, and all members have not the same office: So we, being 
many, are one body in Christ, and every one members one of another.” 
 We should note that this man was blessed with more natural abilities that anyone 
here. As an apostle he had apostolic sign gifts that we do not have and could pen 14 
epistles of the NT under divine inspiration. Yet, he still recognized that he needed to co-
labour with others. How much more do we need to do so today! The motto text of this 
church is “For we are labourers together with God” (1 Cor. 3:9a). So if Almighty God can 
partner with us in the ministry, then surely we can co-labour with His children. Often we 
hear said of certain people, even pastors and elders, that, “they cannot work with 
others.” That is far removed from the Christian model. There is no such thing as a one-
man team! 
 God is interested in all and God can use all. Just look at the diversity in the 
apostolic band in terms of temperament, academic background, social status etc. Who 
would have thought that Peter the uneducated brash fisherman from rustic Galilee could 
work with Paul the scholarly educated Jew from the cultured Gentile city of Tarsus. Yet 
God molded these diverse individuals to be a mighty instrument for the unprecedented 
advancement of His kingdom.  
 The mixed cosmopolitan church at Rome is a classic example of what God wants 
His church to represent. This is what it will be in heaven with, “a great multitude, which no 
man could number, of all nations, and kindreds, and people, and tongues, stood before the throne, and 
before the Lamb, clothed with white robes, and palms in their hands” (Rev. 7:9). Yet despite their 
diversity, they worked together in a beautiful harmony. At the beginning of this epistle 
Paul records, “I thank my God through Jesus Christ for you all, that your faith is spoken of 
throughout the whole world” (Romans 1:8).  
 This is unity in diversity. Churches need the spectrum of personalities and diverse 
gifts of people like Phoebe, Aquila, Priscilla, and Junia etc. Unity without diversity is 
merely uniformity and diversity without unity is anarchy. But unity in divers i ty  is God’s 
ordained plan for His church. We are all to work together for the glory of God here in 
this church. There is room for every saint of God to labour together in this corner of the 
vineyard. We are all companions – not competitors!  
 We all have a tendency to judge too quickly the effectiveness of others and by 
using the wrong criteria. Even the godly and mature Samuel was guilty of this. Despite 
the fact that he had seen the abject failures in the outwardly attractive King Saul, he fell 
into the same trap when he went to the family of Jesse in 1 Samuel 16. As he looked at 
the outward appearance of Eliab, Samuel was impressed and said, “Surely the LORD’s 
anointed is before him.” However, the Lord immediately rebuked him for his erroneous 
judgment, “But the LORD said unto Samuel, Look not on his countenance, or on the height of his 
stature; because I have refused him: for the LORD seeth not as man seeth; for man looketh on the 
outward appearance, but the LORD looketh on the heart.”  
 J. Hudson Taylor wrote to the principal of the Prairie Bible Institute (PBI) in 
Canada complaining about the quality of their graduates that had just been sent to China. 
Some time after they had arrived he wrote back retracting his remarks and urging, “send 
me more men and women like this.” Taylor had found that called and Holy Ghost filled 
missionaries were the most effective in the land of China. 
 Let God call and send Who He wants to our local church – that is His job. None 
of us are indispensable. The Church of Jesus Christ has been here for centuries before 
we came into the world and, if the Lord tarries, will be here centuries after we are gone. 
Charles De Gaulle the French President used to wryly observe, “the graveyard is full of 
indispensable people.”  
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(3) THANKSGIVING FOR OTHERS 

Paul shows us not only is he interested in others and partners with others but also that he 
is thankful for the labours of others.  One of the weaknesses in many churches is to 
under-appreciate or take for granted the labours of co-workers.  
 Paul did not say “they are serving the Lord so I don’t have to thank them.” He 
knows that a kind word of appreciation is a helpful encouragement to the human soul. It 
should be noted that he does this when these fellow workers are alive and not when they 
are dead! Too many words of appreciation are spoken at the graveside of those who are 
no longer around to be blessed by them. A word of encouragement may be what some 
struggling saint desperately need today. 
 Paul sets forth in great detail his appreciation for their different acts of service. He 
expresses his thankfulness for Phoebe as, “she hath been a succourer of many, and of myself also” 
(v2b). The word “succourer” means literally to stand near or beside. It has the idea that she 
placed herself at the disposal or service of another. This wonderful lady was not passive 
but proactive in her serving. She was a blessing not just to the famous church leaders like 
Paul, but “a succourer of many.” Phoebe was truly the feminine equivalent of Barnabas.  
 Paul also mentioned this lovely couple, Aquila and Priscilla as, “my helpers in Christ 
Jesus.” He tells us of their sacrifice, “Who have for my life laid down their own necks” and how 
he appreciates them, “unto whom not only I give thanks, but also all the churches of the Gentiles” 
(v4). Paul also notes others who assisted him “Salute Urbane, our helper in Christ” (v9) and 
those who ministered to him, “Greet Mary, who bestowed much labour on us” (v6). 
Interestingly, this Greek expression “much labour” has the idea of great effort and 
exertion, to the point of sweat and exhaustion. She was like George Whitefield who 
cried, “Lord I am weary in Thy work but not of Thy work.” 
 The apostle is unashamed to express his love and thanksgiving for these saints. 
This is not the formal giving of thanks by a cold professional. The word “beloved” is used 
four times by Paul in these few verses. The early church was full of love one for the 
other. Just read the loving words in John’s epistles. Note also how Peter closed the final 
chapter of his life with this loving tribute to Paul, “And account that the longsuffering of our 
Lord is salvation; even as our beloved brother Paul also according to the wisdom given unto him hath 
written unto you” (2 Peter 3:15).  
 The early church was diverse in racial background, social status, temperament, 
academic ability etc. They even had different areas to serve within the body of Christ. 
Yet, they loved one another and sought to work in unity with one another for the glory 
of God. So, why do we struggle so much with this today? Why do we think that this goal 
is impossible?  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Let me leave you with some practical lessons from Romans 16: 
 
(1) The Gospel can flourish in any background. Just look at the diversity in the church at 
Rome. It also has the power to keep and reach further. Paul mentions a man who was his 
first convert in Achaia many years before, “Salute my well-beloved Epaenetus, who is the 
firstfruits of Achaia unto Christ” (v5). This man was still going on with God. Vines can grow 
for hundreds of years bearing good fruit continually. Paul’s branch of Christ’s vine is still 
fruitful after almost 2,000 years! 
 True converts are like Epaenetus “unto Christ.” They are not the converts of any 
man. DL Moody once met an intoxicated man one day. The drunk challenged Moody 
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that he should recognise him, as he was one of his converts. Moody wisely replied, “yes, 
you look like a man who was converted by DL Moody but not one that was converted 
by Jesus Christ.” 
 
(2) Paul had a lot of praiseworthy things to say about these church members in Rome. If 
he were writing about you in one of his epistles, what would he say? Be careful how you 
answer that! In Romans 15 a measure of our spiritual temperature is our giving and our 
praying. Here it is our partnership, thanksgiving, and our love for one another. How are 
you getting along? 
 
(3) These saints of God laboured fervently in mostly unseen, background roles, which 
were essential to the life and work of the early church. Often it goes unnoticed and 
unappreciated by men. But the Lord sees and notes it all. As Paul encouraged the saints 
at Colossae, 
 

And whatsoever ye do, do it heartily, as to the Lord, and not unto men; Knowing 
that of the Lord ye shall receive the reward of the inheritance: for ye serve the 
Lord Christ. (Col. 3:23-24) 

 
The world labours to have their names inscribed on great monuments and buildings, 
which one day will crumble into the dust. But we need to labour to have an epitaph like 
this lady Phoebe “a succourer of many” or this man Urbane “our helper in Christ” (v9). 
 
(4) If someone as busy as Paul could take the time to express his gratitude to those who 
have been a blessing to him, why cannot you? Make a list of those who have helped you 
and pray for them. Send them a note of encouragement and appreciation. There are no 
robots in the church. People work better when they feel appreciated and loved. Don’t 
put it off. Tomorrow may be too late.  
 
(5) This was not a church of spiritual spectators at Rome. This church had unsung 
heroes who were fully committed to the work of God there and in surrounding areas. 
They did not engage in “church politics” but had willing hands and loving hearts. 
Couples like Aquila and Priscilla and women like Phoebe and Mary were sold out for the 
Lord. How committed are you to the Lord’s work here? Are you trying to advance God’s 
kingdom or your own selfish or personal agenda? Are you working with others, not 
against them? 
 
The early church had a kinship and unity that is rare among churches today. May the 
Lord make this church like this early church.  Such a church would be the light of Christ 
to our world. Martyn Lloyd Jones once said, 
 

I am never tired of saying that what the church needs to do is not to organize 
evangelistic campaigns to attract outside people, but to begin herself to live the 
Christian life. If she did that, men and women would be crowding into our 
buildings. They would say, what is the secret of this? 

 
I believe we could do better at this. Care for one another. Pray for one another. Love 
one another. Pray to this end and seek by God’s grace to live this message.  
 

 


