
Sermon 210: Romans 16:5-16: Paul sends his love to the Church in Rome

OUTLINE

Love of the apostle Paul
In Christ
In ministry
In diversity

INTRODUCTION

‘I love Jesus but I don’t love the Church.’  How many times have we heard such a 
sentiment?  It can come in many different flavours.  There are those who have a high view 
of membership and a deep ecclesiology who love the idea of the ‘biblical church’ or the 
‘healthy church’ but they are so taken with the ideal that they are critical and distance from 
the real flesh and blood church made up of sinners that they are in.  It can come in the 
liberal and emergent flavour of disliking the church where on account of a blindness to our 
common sin they fixate on the hypocrisies and idiosyncrasies, and usually recent hot topic 
issues that the church is not keeping up with.  The question I want you to begin with this 
morning is this one: what is your level of warmth, affection and love towards the church?    

Jesus loves the church.  Jesus loves the Church so much that He gives up all His rights and 
privileges and endures torture and death in order to save His enemy Bride who has been 
adulterous.  And in the portion we want to consider today, Romans 16:5-16 we see that 
Paul too loves the Church.  We will look then, at Paul’s love for the church, and the various 
ways in which he loved them.  

Love of the apostle Paul 

The first thing you will note about this section is how the word ‘greet’ is used 18 times.  Paul
is in earnest to send his warm greetings to the various people he knows, and to convey the 
greetings of the churches.  Greetings were a key way to maintain warm relations between 
distant friends.  They did not have facebook, phones, emails and mail moved at a snail’s 
pace.  Large distances often separated people and long voyages or journeys would be 
prohibitive to maintaining friendships.  The sending of greetings then plays an important 
role in relationship maintenance.  John Piper highlights how there are three people involved 
in the sending of greetings.  There is the one sending love, the one conveying love and the 
one receiving love.  This increases the love as others are drawn into the transaction.  Paul is
concerned to stay connected not only to his immediate circle of friends but to those who are
far off.  His concern is not only with his own church in Antioch but the church at large.  Paul 
is positive, intentional and specific in targeting people for love.  But notice as well how he 
sends the greetings of all the churches in v16, as well as the whole church with Gaius v22.  
He is seeking to facilitate the spreading of Christian fellowship and love.  He is concerned 
that churches do not feel disconnected but know about other Christians and connect with 
them.    

The next thing we should appreciate about this long list of greetings is how Paul tries to say 
something unique about each one.  He does not merely mass them as one in his mind but 
has them individuated.  He attempts to say something positive about each one as it relates 
to their being in Christ.  Even though he addresses 5 different house churches in this list he 
tries to make personal mention of people he knows in each, putting a human face on it, as it
were.  This would no doubt be a great encouragement to those he addresses but also acts 



to commend them to the church and increase their opinion of those he is talking about.  I 
suspect there may have been some good reason for this as well.  There was a lot of tension 
between Jew and Gentile, slave and free, but this way of viewing each other, as workers, as
prisoners, as beloved, as in Christ could also act to steer our thinking away from our fixation
on the differences of race to the more important aspects of our actions and identity in 
Christ.  Perhaps give this a go.  Take the church phone book and look at each name and 
think about what you could commend about their faith or walk in Christ.  Evaluate each one 
not in light of their looks, age, race, clothing brands, education levels, etc. but through the 
lens of the gospel and by their Christian virtues and service.

One of the key ways we see Paul promoting Christian love is the use of these greetings as 
well as the call to greet one another with a holy kiss, v16, ‘Greet one another with a holy 
kiss.’  What is this holy kiss?  Well, a kiss was often a sign of family affection.  This is seen 
then as an acceptable expression of the love and attitude that Christians are to have 
towards one another.  Paul writes in Romans 12:10, ‘Love one another with brotherly 
affection.’  Sadly we have lost this ease of showing emotion and expressing affection.  And I
say it is a pity because acting out our affections helps nurture them.  Now a return to this 
sort of activity would not go down very well in light of the #Metoo movement.  Where 
teachers are not allowed to touch children without submitting reports, where charges of 
sexual harassment are rife, we should continue with hugs and handshakes.  They key to 
remember is that this was a ‘holy’ kiss.  Paul was not promoting a permissive attitude 
towards intimate dealings with the opposite sex but chaste expressions of family like 
affection.  Some have suggested that this would have been man to man and woman to 
woman.  Some of those in the early church made this an official part of the service.  I 
remember on the Island of St Helena in the Sandy Bay Chapel how the congregation would 
arrive and sit quietly in prayer and bible reading, then after the notices there would be the 
formal greeting and welcoming of one another.  It is unlikely that Paul is commending this 
practice as part of the worship service.  The key thing to note is the concern of Paul to 
spread the love around, to cultivate and express love in the church and between the 
churches.     

In Christ

We know that Paul is a sinner just like us, so how then does he love people and be so 
considerate and attentive?  The key is found in the phrase ‘in Christ’ or ‘in the Lord.’  9 times
Paul speaks of these believers as being in Christ or in the Lord from 3-16.  He talks about 
these saints being, ‘fellow workers in Christ Jesus;’ those who ‘were in Christ before me;’ 
‘my beloved in the Lord;’ ‘approved in Christ;’ ‘chosen in the Lord.’  We can see that Paul is 
dominated by a certain perspective which colours the way he sees other Christians, 
whatever they are they are always ‘in Christ.’  This reality must inevitably have a radical 
effect on the way we view, feel about and serve the brethren.

How does viewing someone in Christ draw out your heart towards them?  

Firstly, recognising that someone is in Christ sets them apart as loved by Christ Himself.  
Christ the Lord and Creator of the universe has extended a hand of welcome to these 
others.  He has been willing to pay the price of their sin and to endure with their ongoing 
failings in order to have fellowship with them.  Christ has pledged Himself as a husband to a
poor excuse for a wife.  He gives the greater service, loves with the greater love, lifts the 
heavy end of every task and rewards with more than any deed deserves.  To be reminded 
that another sinner is in Christ is to be reminded of how Christ loves us and shapes our own 
acceptance of another.  If we are willing to stop and meditate on these profound realities 



we will find our hearts losing all the obstacles that prevent us from going out in love 
towards another.  Their sins cannot stop us from loving them, their ingratitude, their lack of 
reciprocation, their weak love.  For if Christ loves us and takes us to Himself despite these 
things we are taught to love one another and welcome one another as He has done for us.  

Secondly, recognising that another is in Christ reminds us that we have come to enjoy a 
new unity by the Spirit which binds us to one another.  As we consider the ways in which we
can know unity as human beings we recognise that there is no other unity like the unity we 
have with one another in Christ.  We can experience political unity and this will build a 
certain sense of camaraderie.  Belonging to the same town, or high school, or being joint 
supporters of a football club can bring about a certain feeling of oneness.  Being part of the 
same extended family establishes a deep sense of loyalty and feeling.  But all of these 
relations are weak and temporary.  None of them is as deep and lasting as the unity we 
have with every other believer.  You see because we are all joined to the Head of the body 
of the Church by the Spirit, we are now as permanently joined to one another as we are 
joined to Christ.  Discovering that you have a long lost sibling can create a feeling for 
wanting to know and love that person.  Adopted children have a natural desire to know who
their birth parents are if there are any others that are related to them.  Well realise then the
unity that we have with each other and let it drive you in curiosity and gratitude to 
developing relationships with those who are Christians.  Paul views many of these fellow 
Christians as in Christ, it is a dominating perspective which helps stir up love. 

The third way in seeing one another as in Christ breeds mutual love is because we have all 
shared the common experience of salvation.  We have seen this many times in the movies 
we watch.  Can you think of a scene, perhaps in WWII, the war has been won and there is a
crowd in the street when the announcement is made, what do they do?  They 
spontaneously rejoice and embrace.  Think on another scene, a concentration camp.  A 
group of people who have suffered together and then experienced liberation together, how 
will they react when their liberators come to set them free?  Friends we have all been in the 
greatest war in history, we have all been prisoners of war, our Saviour Jesus Christ has set 
us free, and we are delivered not merely as an individual but there are millions of us who 
have all experienced this emancipation.  There may have been petty differences between 
the various prisoners, but now they have both experienced freedom, all those tiny 
differences are insignificant in light of the monumental victory and delieverance they now 
have in common.  If strong friendships are built on common experiences, then we have the 
greatest experience in common, our salvation in Christ.  

In ministry

Another dominant idea in Paul’s mind which makes him commend these Christians is the 
fact that many of them are fellow workers.  In 16:1-16 Paul mentions that various people 
are workers in Christ 6 different times.  His affection and affinity with them is built on their 
joint task for the glory of God in serving Him.  Phoebe is commended for being a servant, 
Aquila and Prisca for being co-workers, as well as Urbanus and Timothy, Mary is 
commended for working hard, as is Persis, both are women.  Paul commends these people 
for their work in the Lord no doubt to commend them to the Romans, but he also reveals a 
priority that he values and as a result draws out his heart towards others.  Paul is a worker 
for God and is impressed when others work for the Lord as well.  In order for us to love a 
person more for this reason we ourselves need to love we are doing for God.  If you look at 
a person and immediately discount them on the basis of clothing, beauty, music choices, 
friend circles, race, sex, age, etc., and have not regard for their virtues and character and 
faith then you are thinking in a very worldly way.  Paul is a mature believer with a mature 



perspective who values other believers for their service to our God.  Perhaps it is the 
absence of this way in which you think of others that you need to take away this morning.  
Have you adopted the value systems of the world, or do you see other believer’s with the 
eyes of faith?  Half the problems with disaffected Christians who have a problem loving the 
church boil down to this worldly way of thinking.  

Paul speaks about fellow workers/co-workers, this word in the Greek sunergos, from which 
we get synergy.  It seems to be a semi-technical term for those who are formally active in 
some sort of ministry.  People given this designation include, Timothy, Urbanus, Paul, 
Epaphroditus, Euodia and Syntyche, Philemon, and Aquila and Priscilla.  This title seems to 
be used for those who host churches in their homes like Philemon, or those who are 
missionaries like Aquila and Priscilla.  The various women in this list should not be thought 
of as free roaming women preachers as if Paul were contradicting his instruction that no 
women should teach or have authority over men in the gathering of the local church.  The 
women mentioned alone are likely the wives of serving men.  The reference to hard work of
Mary and Persis has no formal connotations.

A controversial reference is in v7, ‘Greet Andronicus and Junia, my kinsmen and my fellow 
prisoners. They are well known to the apostles, and they were in Christ before me.’  Was 
Junia a woman, and was she one of the apostles?  These are the issues that arise.  The 
common consensus is that Junia is in fact a woman, making Andronicus and Junia a 
husband and wife team like Aquila and Prisca.  If Junia was an apostle like Paul, then all of 
Paul’s prohibitions against women preaching would become null and void.  There have been 
two solutions to this problem.  On the one hand some have suggested the translation 
‘outstanding in the eyes of the apostles’ meaning they have a good reputation.  The second 
solution is to view the word apostle not in its technical sense as applied to the 12 but rather 
as missionaries who are sent.  Take your pick, and add to that the fact that you can’t read 
too much into this reference, especially in order to contradict other clear texts.

Paul not only delights in his fellow Christian’s work for the Lord, but also gives special 
mention to those who have been persecuted for Christ.  V3 talks about A and P risking their 
necks for Paul, and Andronicus and Junia being imprisoned with Paul.  Those who are loyal 
to their country honour those who have died in its service, and those who love Christ take 
pride in those who are willing to suffer for His sake.  Now Aquila and Prisca we have already
spoken about so let us think on Andronicus and Junia.  The book of Acts does not mention 
all the times that Paul was put in prison, it only mentions two of the many imprisonments he
suffered.  For this reason it is very hard to be able to nail down which imprisonment that 
they suffered with him. 
 
Hear Paul’s heart.  He is indeed a very competent man who God used to do great things, 
but Paul was not a one man show, he is glad to speak of his fellow workers, to show that he
did not do it all on his own.  He loves the people of God because they work on account of 
the fact that he himself loves the work of God.  Think for a moment about the most 
beautiful song you have ever heard, think about the music that moves you the most.  Let 
me make a guess.  You love some hymn, some Christian song which has a deep message 
most.  Even though there are songs that have been well produced, sung by the best voices, 
performed by the best musicians, you treasure those songs that have a view of Christ in 
them, a reminder of His work for you.  Your view of true beauty is not merely an analysis of 
a songs parts, sounds, instruments, etc.  The fact that a song sings with the same love that 
you do to Christ causes it to resonate with you even though it may be amateur as far as 
worldly production goes.  Your love for Christ puts a value on things that express that same 
love.  This is how Paul is evaluating the saints in Rome.  He loves them because of their 



hard work for Christ.  In the world’s eyes they are not important, they are not inventors of 
great things, but they have honour and his respect and love because they loyally follow the 
Saviour he loves.  Once again our perspective is challenged and our priorities exposed.  Do 
you have this system of evaluation?  Are you able to tolerate amateur music because it 
expresses a deep love for Christ?  Are you attracted to those who are workers for Christ 
because your own heart is taken up with His work?  I hope you are beginning to see that a 
lack of love towards the church is often an indication of a perspective that is not centred on 
Christ.  

In diversity

Our love is often towards those who are like us or like what we like.  We get on with those 
who do as we do and think like we think.  Paul’s network of relationships is based on 
something other than his personal preferences.  As we look at this long list we see that he 
does greet those who are Jewish like Aquila and Mary and Herodian and Andronicus and 
Junia.  But there are also many Greek names in the list.  Not only that there are the names 
of Roman citizens, slaves as well as freedmen.  At any public event there is often the 
mention of distinguished guests and various important people are singled out.  Paul hobnobs
with all.  For example, in v11 he writes ‘Greet those who belong to the family of Aristobulus.’
The nature of this address where Paul does not greet Aristobulus himself but those of his 
household, is the common way of addressing the slaves of that house.  Aristobulus is 
thought of as being the Grandson of Herod the Great who lived in Rome.  A similar address 
is made in v11, ‘Greet those in the Lord who belong to the family of Narcissus.’  Once again 
Narcissus is not greeted, and only those in his family who are ‘in the Lord’ are.  As a Baptist 
I find this verse illuminating when it comes to so called household baptisms.  Many have felt
that household was shorthand for everyone in the house but here Paul makes a distinction.  
And the majority of commentators are agreed that Paul is likely referring to the slaves of the
house.  Some have thought that Narcissus was the famous freedman who committed suicide
shortly after Nero came to power.  

The thing we need to appreciate in the diversity of these greetings is Paul’s Christian view of
the people in Rome.  He does not only focus on the important but talks to the slaves as well.
It was he who wrote, Gal 3:28, ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor 
free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.’  This is not merely a 
theological truth that he holds but a truth that he puts into practice in the way he 
commends, praises and sends greetings.

So let me come back to question I began with, what is the level of warmth and love and 
affection that you feel towards the church?  As we have looked at the apostle Paul how have
you compared with his love?  Do you have a love that is churches wide and yet also focused
on the individuals?  Are you both loving and a love facilitator?  Do you view the church as 
family and express family affection?  Do you see one another as in Christ, and so changing 
your perspective and welcoming one another like Christ, viewing each other as part of one 
body, and as partners in the greatest deliverance in human history?   Do you look at the 
brethren through Christian lenses and value them for their work for Christ, for the love for 
Christ and their willingness to suffer for Christ counting this to be the most commendable 
and most beautiful and attractive?  Or are you still looking through worldly lenses?  And si 
your love promiscuous, that is it does not judge, is not partial and loves all as God’s love 
does?  

There is an old legend about the apostle John.  When John was old and unable to walk, he 
would be brought into the congregation on a pallet to give a word of encouragement, but 



every time he was brought forward he would lean upon his elbow and plead with the Church
just this one thing, ‘Love one another’.  That is the take away from this love saturated 
section.                                   

         


