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Unity, Diversity, and Love 
Romans 16:1-16 

 
Intro 
 
Congratulations, you’ve done it. It’s March 14 and defying the statistics that show most New 
Year’s resolutions have been broken by mid-January, you have kept your resolution to read 
through the whole Bible this year. Well done.  
 
Maybe as you progressed through the OT things were going swimmingly as you knocked out 
Genesis and Exodus, you maybe even breezed through Leviticus like a rock star gaining benefit 
from places like chapter 16 and made significant connection between the day of atonement as 
you thought about how Jesus is the fulfillment of sacrifices for sin and guilt that he is the true 
and final scapegoat who takes away the sins of his people.  
 
And then Numbers arrived and the wheels fell off as you came upon lists of names and foreign 
cities and census data admit it - you skimmed. Maybe even now you feel a tinge of guilt for 
essentially jumping past chapters of Scripture. Bro is your Bible reading plan even legit? Does it 
even count?  
 
Who here is ready and willing to stand and confess your sin of skimming before this 
congregation? Who will have the spiritual fortitude and be brave enough to stand and declare 
“I am guilty?” 
 
The fact is that while much of the Bible is immediately relevant and clear in all matters 
pertaining to life and godliness it is an ancient book written thousands of years ago from and to 
an ancient culture on the other side of the globe. This is true apart from the fact there are no 
rules when it comes to the way we read the Bible other than we should read and meditate and 
hear from God and grow in our understanding and application of the grace of God and the glory 
of Christ - if you feel shame and guilt rest your aching conscience. There is yet grace for 
skimmers.  
 
What I’m getting at is the natural human tendency to jump over parts of Scripture that seem 
more mundane in order to get to the “good stuff” but we remember: 
 
[16] All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 
correction, and for training in righteousness, [17] that the man of God may be complete, 
equipped for every good work. (2 Timothy 3:16-17) 
 
Our text as Paul works towards the conclusion of this letter is a text that one may be tempted 
to skim but we do well to resist the temptation to skim over this text lest impoverish ourselves 
of understanding and applying the profit of this text if we simply skim past this text.  
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Get bonus points for reading the names correctly  
 
Even in the genealogies of both the Old and New Testaments, and in Paul’s list of those who 
send or receive greetings, there are truths to ponder and lessons to learn. (John Stott) 
 
Let’s look into this text and let’s find the truths that are here for us to ponder and let’s learn the 
lessons that are present here  
 
This long list of greetings reflects to us something of what the church of the Lord Jesus Christ is 
meant to reflect: Unity, Diversity, and Love  
 
I. Unity  

 
A. As the inspired apostle Paul moves to the conclusion of this letter, we find this long list 

of greetings. These are typical in Paul’s letters but this is the longest one by far. He is 
essentially sending his greetings to everyone he knows in Rome.  
1. Notice that he encourages the church in Rome for them to greet these folks on 

behalf of him. YOU greet them. This makes sense - if you’ve been following along - 
he has been working through division and conflict in the Roman. Church in chapters 
14 and 15 as here he encourages personal engagement with one another in greeting 
one another on behalf of Paul. 
  

B. As Paul describes and commends those whom he greets we find a deep sense of gospel-
centered unity and solidarity.  
1. He begins by commending “our sister Phoebe” who apparently was planning on 

visiting Rome - it is most likely that she actually brought this letter to the Romans - 
letter of commendation  
a) We learn that Phoebe is a servant of the church at Cenchrea - diakonos - it 

seems she is fulfilling the role of a deacon - a real standout servant to be 
commended  
(1) DAVE ANDERSON  

b) v. 2 Paul describes her as a patron of many and of Paul himself - an example of 
one who is an excellent and faithful financial giver - she was one who served as 
financial supporter in the advancement of the gospel  

c) He encourages the Romans to welcome her in the Lord in a way worthy of the 
saints - there is a high standard of Christian hospitality in view. And may it be 
said of this church and in our homes whenever we welcome others in - oh that 
welcome was worthy of the saints - REFLECT THE WELCOME OF CHRIST  
 

C. As we go on we find all kinds of activities that are reflect unity across the new and 
young churches of the Lord Jesus Christ  
1. v. 4 and 5 we are introduced to Prisca and Aquila - a kind of nickname for Priscilla  
2. Hearing these names may ring a bell for you for this is the Priscilla and Aquila of Acts 

fame  



Living Hope Church 14 March 2021 

 

3 
 

[1] After this Paul left Athens and went to Corinth. [2] 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. [4] And 
he reasoned in the synagogue every Sabbath, and tried to persuade Jews and Greeks. (Acts 
18:1-5) 
 

3. They partnered with Paul in the tent making business and as they worked, they 
engaged in the work of ministry as well  
 

[24] 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 aside and explained to him the way of God 
more accurately. (Acts 18:24-26) 
 

4. From Italy so they had apparently returned to Rome  
5. Clearly this a very meaningful relationship for Paul - worked together making tents - 

v. 4 they risked their necks for my life - these are loyal, excellent servants - v. 5 they 
even host a house church in Rome  
 

D. They are fellow workers - co-workers in the Gospel and Paul uses that language 
throughout this list  
1. v. 6 Mary - worked hard for you  
2. v. 9  Urbanus - our fellow worker  
3. v. 12 Tryphanae and Tryphosa - workers in the Lord - worked hard for the Lord  

 
Illustration: I sometimes wonder who is in charge of which Bible names get to be baby names 
Mary and Priscilla - why not Tryphanae and Tryphoas? Maybe someone here will have the 
courage to make ancient Greek names great again! 
 

E. Paul in these greetings shows us Christians who are unified together in the Gospel - 
working together - extending loyal friendship and hospitality - v. 13 even check out the 
mother of Rufus - his mother had been a mother to Paul - there is a sweet unity and 
care present in this list of names  
 

F. Application 
 
Paul’s reference to coworkers reminds us that Paul was not a “lone ranger” kind of 
missionary. At every point in his ministry, Paul depended on a significant number of others 
who were walking along with him. And if Paul needed such help, how much more do we. 
(Doug Moo) 
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1. We must make it a priority to cultivate this kind of awareness in this church. We 
need each other - resist any impulse to be a “lone ranger” 
a) THIS PAST YEAR CREATING HABITS OF ISOLATION - EASIER  

2. Suffering and loss in the years ahead - MORE LIKE THE NT - we will see the 
significance and importance all the more - they risked their necks for me - they were 
my fellow prisoners v. 7  

3. A unity rooted in Christ because of his grace and for the sake of the Gospel 
  

II. Diversity  
 
A. There is a rich diversity of ethnicity, socio-economic backgrounds, and both men and 

women engaged in the advancement of the Gospel and in the worship of local churches  
1. 26 individuals noted here - 2 families - at least 3 house churches - Including 8 

women  
2. Biblical historians inform us that while we have scant details about these people - 

their names in that culture - reveal their status as was the case in Roman antiquity  
a) 17 of the people mentioned here and the 2 houses noted were either slaves or 

had been slaves and were now freed  
3. Wealthy women such as Phoebe and then many others who were from a low estate 

financially - even slaves who were engaged in the work of the Gospel  
 

B. There is a beautiful - Spirit wrought diversity revealed in this list of greetings - diversity 
that is healthy and glorifies God and furthermore reflect the effect of the grace of God 
in the lives of undeserving sinners like you and me  
1. This is God’s purpose worked out through his church -  

 
[26] for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. [27] For as many of you as were 
baptized into Christ have put on Christ. [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. (Galatians 3:26-
28) 
 

2. Doesn’t mean that our identities don’t matter - definitely doesn’t mean that there 
are no genders in Christ - HE IS SO GLORIOUS AND PREEMINENT AND HIS GRACE IS 
SO ALL ENCOMPASSING THAT OUR INDIVIDUAL IDENTITIES - THE DIFFERENCES THAT 
SO OFTEN DIVIDE US ARE PLACED IN THE BACKGROUND AS WE JOIN TOGETHER BY 
FAITH IN HIM.  

3. Having established this, we can enjoy and appreciate our differences - celebrate our 
differences as men and women and appreciate different ethnic backgrounds as we 
thank God for the diverse unity in his church  
 

C. Application  
1. We take note of the commendable and important work of women described in this 

text  
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a) Complementarian - MEN AND WOMEN DIFFERENT - the role of pastors who lead 
the church is reserved for men but that is only one role - there are a million 
different ways that women can and should serve  
(1) Through business and financial support - missionary work described - 

spiritual mothering v. 13 
(a) THANK GOD FOR FAITHFUL WOMEN YOUNG AND OLD - TAKE TIME TO 

EXPRESS GRATEFULNESS  
2. Oh, by God’s grace we would be those that we would pursue the things that make 

for a diverse unity - Look more like heaven  
 

[9] After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every 
nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the 
Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, [10] and crying out with a 
loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” 
(Revelation 7:9-10) 
 
III. Love 

 
A. Ends this list of greetings with an exhortation in v. 16 “greet one another with a holy 

kiss.” We find this exhortation a number of times in Paul’s letters and the writing of the 
apostle Peter as well.  
1. Let me state clearly - this is not an open door for creepy dudes to get some free 

smooches from lovely ladies on a Sunday morning  
2. This exhortation to the Romans was in keeping with the custom of that times - a 

holy kiss was a way to show affection in greeting - these are Italians after all  
a) All my introverts breathe a sigh of relief  

3. We can still apply this verse to the customs of our day when it comes to showing 
affection for others - a firm handshake - NO LIMP WRISTS - ISAAC - a hug where 
appreciated and appropriate  
 

B. The point is that Paul wants Christians within a local church to move towards one 
another in love in all the ways that are holy and appropriate that express affection  
 

Illustration: This last year has tested our resolve. Thankfully for those who are more cautious 
the vaccine is the doorway back into real, physical proximity and connection. We are designed 
to need this  
 
Touch starvation increases stress, depression and anxiety, triggering a cascade of negative 
physiological effects. The body releases the hormone cortisol as a response to stress, 
activating the body’s “flight-or-fight” response. This can increase heart rate, blood pressure, 
respiration and muscle tension, and can suppress the digestive system and immune system—
increasing the risk of infection. (Shanley Pierce - Touch starvation is a consequence of COVID-
19’s physical distancing) 
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1. God has created us in this way - spiritual unity is not up in the clouds - it is embodied 
love and affection for one another expressed in ways that honor and please God  
 

C. Application  
1. Paul’s greetings are no throwaway lines to skim over - we see represented here 

what are essential characteristics of healthy church life  
a) Unity, diversity, and love  

2. A PECULIAR PEOPLE - THE CHURCH WHO’S ONLY EXPLANATION IS THE GOSPEL  
a) THAT WE ARE ALL TOGETHER HUMBLED BEFORE OUR HOLY GOD - 

UNDESERVING OF ANYTHING OTHER THAN HIS RIGHTEOUS WRATH - IN LOVING-
KINDNESS SENT HIS ONLY SON TO DIE IN OUR PLACE - ABSORBING WRATH AND 
CREDITING US WITH RIGHTEOUSNESS  

3. THE GOSPEL CREATES THIS KIND OF CHURCH! ONLY EXPLANATION IS THE GRACE OF 
GOD - FOR THE GLORY OF GOD! 

 
 
Close  
Oh, that if a letter was written of Living Hope Church it would commend just these kinds of 
things  
 
Workers - putting our lives on the line for others - giving - pursuing unity - living in sincere love 
for one another.  
 
This is no text for us to skim over - so let’s not miss the truths in this text for us to ponder, or 
the lessons present here for us to learn. Work in us.  
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