
Sermon 209: Romans 16:3-5a: Prisca and Aquila

OUTLINE

Husband and wife
Fellow workers
Risked their necks

INTRODUCTION

If I were to ask you to think of 24 names in a church you have never visited, could you do 
it?  Could you name 24 people in the names of one of our sister Reformed Churches you 
have not visited?  We come to now to the Greetings section of the letter where Paul greets 
24 people in the Church in Rome.  First mentioned are Prisca and Aquila.  Apart from 
Timothy mentioned in 16:21, these would be the best known to us that Paul greets.  Acts 18
as well as Paul’s ministry in Ephesus in Acts 19 give us the background details on who they 
are and what they did.  They are the best known husband and wife ministerial team in the 
NT, for this reason it will benefit us greatly to focus in on them and how the Lord used 
them.  The verses before us mention several things about them, we will divide our study 
into four areas.  Firstly we want to look at them as husband and wife; secondly as fellow 
workers, thirdly as those who risked their necks and finally as those who had a house 
church in their home.  

Husband and wife

Paul begins in v3, ‘Greet Prisca and Aquila.’  Aquila and Priscilla are a husband and wife 
team that are always together and never mentioned apart.  We know that Peter had a wife 
who sometimes accompanied him, but we do not even know her name.  They are 
mentioned 6 times in the NT.  Acts 18:2, 18, 16; Rom. 16:3-5; 1 Cor. 16:19, and 2 Tim. 
4:19.  They are always seen together.

I am immediately impressed by this unity I see here.  God originally made Adam and Eve to 
be a partnership for Him.  Sin has come in and complicated and blocked that original unity, 
but in Christ we are to pursue the original purpose of marriage in being one for Him.  There 
are various ways in which the husband and wife are to be one.  They are to be one flesh, 
sexually; they are to have one purpose, the glory of God.  They are to have intellectual 
oneness believing the same truths and doctrines.  They are to have recreational oneness 
where they share hobbies, interests and activities together.  They are to have spiritual 
intimacy where they share their walk with God together, praying with one another.  Sin 
comes in a ruins this purpose of oneness.  Sin makes us dishonest and we hide our true 
feelings.  Sin makes us selfish and instead of slowing down or slimming down our favourite 
activities to involve our spouses or to let them catch up we just do our own thing.  Aquila 
and Priscilla were sinners like any couple.  They would have had their ups and downs and 
would have faced the same difficulties life throws at us all.  Sadly as Christians we do not 
strive for the beautiful unity of marriage that is given to put on display the union that Christ 
has with sinners.  Instead we allow sin and not the gospel to shape the state of our 
relationships.  

Couples how are you doing in this area of unity?  Have you allowed sin and difficulty to deny
you unity in all these various ways, or are you striving to break down the walls that keep us 
apart?  Every marriage will experience these difficulties, and they come from every quarter. 
But the Christian has a unique perspective in helping them overcome them.  We know that 



communication problems because of fear and immaturity are not insurmountable realities.  
We know that complications in the sexual relationship are not relationship ending.  We know
that times of business or the times of stress from hardship are not inevitable killers.  God 
has made us to be united, and you can choose to lean on His resources to overcome the 
things that keep you divided even as a couple.  We look at these problems as part of the 
common human experience, and in particular the specific set of problems God in His 
sovereignty has given to us are tailor made to help me with my sanctification needs.  Unity 
in marriage is not the result of a perfect match and the existence of no problems, but rather
the result of the commitment to overcome the problems and not allow them to destroy what
God has for us.  To allow your own fear, pettiness, selfishness and laziness to rob you of 
one of God’s biggest blessings is pure folly.  Aquila and Priscilla would have had to go 
through all the fights and conversations to get to a place of understanding in order to 
become an effective partnership.  Look at your marriage now, look at those things that are 
hindering you from this effectiveness and commit yourself to tackling them thanking God for
the tailor made obstacle course he has set for you to overcome those sins and weaknesses 
particular to you.  This is how we can become the useful and happy couple that Aquila and 
Priscilla were.  If you are newly wed and are beginning to experience these blockages tackle
them, do not permit them, see them as gifts for your sanctification and potential 
strengtheners of your relationship.  Older couples, don’t settle for the blockages you have 
allowed for many years.  We should all seek to grow into the harmonious partnership 
demonstrated here, that God made us for.  The power of the Spirit is powerful enough to 
undo even old habits.        

Who are they?

We are first introduced to this couple in Acts 18:2-3, ‘And he found a Jew named Aquila, a 
native of Pontus, recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had 
commanded all the Jews to leave Rome. And he went to see them,3 and because he was of 
the same trade he stayed with them and worked, for they were tentmakers by trade.’  Paul 
is on his own in Corinth.  Paul had fled Jewish persecution to Athens and from there he 
came to Corinth.  Paul’s usual travelling companions in Silas and Timothy were looking after 
the work in Macedonia, 18:5.  We are told that Paul meets a Jew, Aquila and his wife 
Priscilla.  We are not told that she is Jewish, many think that she is a converted Gentile.  We
see that they had to flee Rome by order of the Emperor as part of a decree that all Jews 
leave Rome.  There is record of Jews rioting over disagreements over someone called 
‘Chrestus’.  This is likely a misspelling of Christ.  This means that Aquila and his wife are 
believers from Rome.  

How did they become believers?  Since Aquila is from Pontus, now modern day Turkey, it 
could be from a visit to Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost; or if he was resident in Rome, it 
could have been on his pilgrimage to Rome at Pentecost, Acts 2:9-10.  If this is the case 
then they would have been among those who heard that Jesus as the Jewish Messiah had 
been crucified and risen from the dead, and they would have answered the call to repent of 
their sins, and be baptised in identification with Christ becoming His disciples.  Another 
possibility is that they heard Peter preach when he went through either Pontus or Rome.  
Whichever it was, they heard the message preached in the first century of Jesus as our only 
Saviour from sin and responded.  They would have seen that they could not save 
themselves by their religious deeds and needed Christ’s death on the cross to pay for their 
sins.  They were also faithful in their witness and as a result where cast out of Rome 
because of Jewish persecution that brought the hand of the Emperor down on all.  



We see that he was a tentmaker, and so was Paul.  This Christian couple used their 
Christian business to support Paul and offered him a means of gaining an income to support
his witness in the city.  There were two ways to make tents from animals hides/leather, or 
woven tents or hair and linen.  Given the fact that Jews had taboos about handling dead 
animals, the woven tents were most likely the ones they both made.  Here we need to 
appreciate the kingdom mindedness of this family business.  Here was a fellow Christian and
a minister for the gospel.  He was in need of financial assistance.  This family had just 
suffered their own losses in being ousted from Rome, and yet they do not turn this brother 
away, they bring him into the family business.

 A point to recognise is the support this married couple gave to the single Paul.  There are 
those called to celibacy, and there are many unwilling celibates who would love to marry but
who are not.  There is often a stigma attached to singles being a spare wheel to married 
couples, there is an invisible line that separates you from the singles when you marry.  We 
do not see this with Aquila and Priscilla.  They are a couple who as a couple support singles.
It is important for singles to hang out with other singles, but it should never be felt that this 
is a type of purgatory and you can only graduate to hang out with couples when you marry. 
This sort of mindset is driven by insensitivity and false sense of importance in being married.
Married couples can take a page out of Aquila and Priscilla’s book by including singles in 
their social circle.  This incorporation into family life is a healthy thing and balm for those 
who are struggling with their singleness.    

A point of contention is often raised about this Christian couple.  4 out of the 6 times Prisca 
is mentioned first.  Many have wanted to make something out of this in order to try and 
make a case for female elders.  But this is to make a point mean too much.  Firstly, it was 
common custom for people from the upper class of important social standing to be 
mentioned first.  Perhaps it is the case that Priscilla, who may have been a Gentile was of 
noble birth.  To insist that it was an indication that she was a preacher and elder goes 
contrary to what Paul clearly teaches in 1 Tim. 2:11-15.  It should be noted that the letter of
1 Timothy was written to Timothy to know how to structure the Church in Ephesus, a church
where Aquila and Priscilla spent some time ministering for the gospel.  

Fellow workers

Paul along with Aquila and Priscilla ministered in Corinth for at least 18 months, then they 
left to go to Ephesus, 18:18, ‘After this, Paul stayed many days longer and then took leave 
of the brothers and set sail for Syria, and with him Priscilla and Aquila. At Cenchreae he had 
cut his hair, for he was under a vow. And they came to Ephesus, and he left them there, but
he himself went into the synagogue and reasoned with the Jews.’  Picture this scenario with 
me.  You have been kicked out of your home in Rome and are adrift trying to re-establish 
yourself because you don’t know when you will be able to go home to Rome if ever.  You 
need stability in order to establish good relations with clientele and build up a good 
reputation.  You have just spent a year and a half getting settle in Corinth and now Paul is 
leaving to go on with his mission of planting churches.  What do you do?  As a family, as a 
husband and wife, as a business owner what would you do?  Well Aquila and Priscilla are 
kingdom minded, God has crossed their paths with this active preacher and they are willing 
to get involved in spreading the kingdom.  It is not clear if they had a clear plan to end up in
Ephesus, but there was a need in Ephesus, we see that the people there were begging Paul 
to stay on.  Instead Aquila and Priscilla, in order to bless and serve the church there commit
to stay.  They carry on with the family business there and open up a house church in their 
homes.  



Too often we see a case of family loyalty versus church loyalties.  A tug of war between 
time with family and time at church.  Homeschooling versus Sunday schooling.  In this 
couple we see a wonderful integration of home life and church life.  It is never a case of 
choosing between the two but integrating them.  God calls us to fulfil our responsibilities in 
the home to our families, as well as to the church.  The role of husband and wife with 
accompanying responsibilities are required of every marriage, the role of being a parent and
making a home for children as well.  But that is not all, God gives you gifts to serve in the 
church, He puts you into an eternal family, a witness community to love and serve.  Some 
sacrifice family for the church, others sacrifice the church for family.  The ideal is to fulfil 
God’s will in both.  Here we see Aquila and Priscilla doing what families committed to a 
church plant would do.  They would risk the inconvenience and the losses incurred in 
moving town in order to see the work of God thrive.  They do it together, they do it as a 
family, as they do it for the church.  

What was the nature of their working?  It is likely that Aquila was an elder/pastor.  We see 
that there is a church in his home in Ephesus, 1 Cor. 16:19, as well as in Rome, 16:3-5.  
Others are mentioned in this list in the same way mentioning first the family and the church 
that meets in their home.  Priscilla was not an elder.  But as we look at their ministry in 
Ephesus we see that there was informal discipleship and teaching when it came to Apollos.  
Acts 18:24-28, ‘Now a Jew named Apollos, a native of Alexandria, came to Ephesus. He was 
an eloquent man, competent in the Scriptures.25 He had been instructed in the way of the 
Lord. And being fervent in spirit, he spoke and taught accurately the things concerning 
Jesus, though he knew only the baptism of John.26 He began to speak boldly in the 
synagogue, but when Priscilla and Aquila heard him, they took him and explained to him the
way of God more accurately.27 And when he wished to cross to Achaia, the brothers 
encouraged him and wrote to the disciples to welcome him. When he arrived, he greatly 
helped those who through grace had believed,28 for he powerfully refuted the Jews in 
public, showing by the Scriptures that the Christ was Jesus.’  Here we see a husband and 
wife team investing in future leaders through a ministry of hospitality.  We are told that they
took him and explained the word of God more accurately.  Here we see an important place 
for the role of teaching by women.  Some get it into their heads that if a woman imparts 
information it is a violation of 1 Tim. 2:11-15.  We need to differentiate women teaching in a
formal and authoritative role like an elder would and this informal type.  Can you read a 
book written by a woman?  Yes, of course you can.  Every time you read Proverbs 31 you 
are reading the wisdom of a woman taught to her son.  Can you sing a hymn written by a 
woman?  Yes you can.  The elder given his authority and because of the nature of his office 
teaches in a very different way.  He stands up to teach on the structure of the church, on 
the message of the gospel, he is the one who tests false teaching, who guides the 
congregation into God’s will as a father does the home.  Women are not to be elders, for 
the church is a macrocosm of the family.  But mothers are not silent and repressed things 
cowering with no desire for knowledge and no opinion.  It appears that Aquila is not 
insecure in his wife’s abilities and happily does all these things like disciple Apollos with her. 

Risked their necks              

Suffering for the gospel, this is something that Aquila and Prisca were willing to embrace.  
We are told in v4 that this couple risked their necks for the apostle Paul.  One interpretation 
of Paul’s thorn in the flesh is that satan was allowed to persecute Paul wherever he went.  
There was hardly a time when Paul was not being persecuted in some way.  Paul was a 
persecution magnet, he repeatedly earned the ire of the synagogue, and was the victim of 
corrupt politicians.  Paul tells us that this couple risked their own safety to save his life as 
some point.  When was this?  We are not given a record of this event, though no doubt it 



would be in the list of the sufferings Paul mentions in 2 Cor 11:23-28.  Here are two 
guesses.  Firstly, while in Ephesus we saw that the silversmith guild stirred up the town 
against Paul in Acts 19.  Perhaps they intervened on his behalf, perhaps even risking the 
mob.  Another possible reference to great danger is 2 Cor. 1:8-11, ‘For we do not want you 
to be ignorant, brothers, of the affliction we experienced in Asia. For we were so utterly 
burdened beyond our strength that we despaired of life itself.9 Indeed, we felt that we had 
received the sentence of death. But that was to make us rely not on ourselves but on God 
who raises the dead.10 He delivered us from such a deadly peril, and he will deliver us. On 
him we have set our hope that he will deliver us again.’  

What a wonderful example for married couples this is.  We have seen their dedication in 
opening their home; we see it in the way they use their business, we see it in their 
willingness to relocate and to give of their time, and now we see that they are willing to lay 
down their lives.  This is the great challenge for married couples, this is why they are the 
most exemplary couple in the NT.  

But suffering for the gospel was not the end of their suffering.  The emperor Claudius who 
had originally ousted all Jews from Rome died, and this led to this couple returning to Rome 
where Paul is now writing to them.  We see that they are well off, that they have a house 
big enough to house a church, the larger house churches at the time would max out at 
about 70-80.  But this is not the end of the road for them.  In 64 there is the fire of Rome, 
and thousands lost all that they had in the fire.  It appears that Aquila and Priscilla were 
some of those who lost everything.  We can see by the last reference of them in 2 Tim. 4: 
19 that they are greeted by Paul just before he dies.  However, we are not told of a church 
in their home.  Some have suggested that they no longer had a large home to facilitate a 
home church though they continued to serve the church nonetheless.  If this is the case, 
then we see that the Providence of God did not spare these faithful ones from suffering.  
Once again there is a lesson for us in this as well.  Here is a family uprooted, going through 
times of bounty and times of loss, but they are guided by God.  They may lose their earthly 
treasures but their names live on, and their example lives on to the glory of God to inspire 
and shape the obedience of Christians in all ages.  From their point of view the experience 
of loss and pain and emotional turmoil would have been great and no doubt many tears and
prayers would have been the result.  But from our point of view as we take a look at the 
best marriage in the NT, we get a realistic picture and encouragement for ourselves.

Observe this married couple.  Jesus had died for them, now they are willing to die for Him.  
He generously shared of his bounty with them, and now they are willing to share with 
others.  He left His home for them, they are willing to leave home for Him.  He submitted 
Himself to the Father’s providence which brought for others through His loss, they continued
to submit to and serve the God who brings benefit to others through our loss.  Jesus opened
His home and took them into His family, they opened their home and took others into their 
family for Him.     


