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 There is a lot to learn and a lot to appreciate from this 

passage of Scripture.  At first glance, it might seem like these 

verses should be passed over quickly.  What is there, really, that 

we can benefit from?  There isn’t any deep theology expounded 

here. Isn’t this kind of like the address on the envelope?  Isn’t this 

just a list of names?  But it’s much more than that.   

 What we see here from the apostle who wrote the deep 

theology of this letter, which we’ve spent so much time studying . . 

. what we see now ever so clearly, is the very personal side of this 

great apostle.  We see his personal connections, his pastoral heart 

for individual believers, his appreciation for other believers, his 

dependence upon them, and his camaraderie with them.   

 Paul was not a loner in ministry.  We might think of him as 

fiercely independent and omnicompetent.  We might have an 

impression of him that he could do anything we felt called to do, 

and accomplish it on a solo mission.  But that would be an 

inaccurate picture.  He was in cooperation with others.  He was a 

team player.  He cherished the unity of the universal church.  He 

depended on the cooperation of a wide network of believers in 

various cities, all motivated with a passion to make Christ known. 

 I’m going to read this passage again for us.  Then I want to 

begin by talking about our union with Christ, which is the basis for 

our Christian unity.  And then I’ll talk about strengthening this 

unity and expressions of this unity. 

Union with Christ 

 To be united to Christ is one way of speaking about what it 

means to be a Christian.  We learned back in Romans 5 the sad 

news that everyone is born into this world united to Adam.  That is 

our condition as members of the fallen human race.  We are in 

Adam.  We are united to him such that his sin in the garden counts 

against us as well.  That’s the bad news.  The good news is that a 

second Adam came who succeeded where Adam failed.  Jesus 

Christ, the second Adam, never sinned.  He is perfectly righteous.  

And those who are united to Him by faith will be counted 

righteous in Him.  No longer condemned in Adam, but now 

righteous in Christ.   
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 Romans 6 speaks further of our union with Christ.  We 

have the picture there of being baptized into Christ Jesus.  Baptism 

is the ordinance that an individual participates in at the beginning 

of the Christian life.  It is a vivid identification with Christ, in His 

death and resurrection. Going under the water is a picture of us 

dying with Christ.  And coming up out of the water is a picture of 

us rising with Christ.  We are raised to walk in newness of life.  So 

one of the important implications of union with Christ is that we 

are new creatures.  We have a new life in Christ.  We are no longer 

who we once were.  We are no longer in complete bondage to sin.  

Rather, we have Christ as our Master now, and we have a delight 

in Him that motivates us to follow His loving commands for us.   

 So we have in baptism a picture of our union with Christ.  

Another biblical picture of union with Christ is the marriage of a 

husband and wife.  Paul writes about this in Ephesians 5.  

Husbands are to be sacrificial leaders like Christ is a sacrificial 

leader.  And wives are to respect and support and follow their 

husband like the church respects and supports and follows Christ.  

In that context Paul quotes from Genesis 2:24, which says that “a 

man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and 

the two shall become one flesh.”  Paul then comments on that 

passage by saying, “This mystery is profound, and I am saying that 

it refers to Christ and the church.”  So the union of husband and 

wife is a reflection of the spiritual reality of the church’s union 

with Christ.  He has made us His own.  He has covenanted to love 

us and be faithful to us, not just for a lifetime (as in human 

marriage), but for eternity. 

 One more picture I’ll call our attention to briefly is the 

well-known passage in John 15 where Jesus says to His disciples, 

“Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit by 

itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can you, unless you abide 

in me. I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me 

and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you 

can do nothing.” (John 15:4–5, ESV)  

 These are pointers to the great reality of union with Christ.  

He is the vine, and we receive our sustenance, our life, from Him.  

We can do nothing apart from Him.  And that should be a warning 

to anyone who is NOT in Christ.  Your life will amount to nothing 

if you are not united to Christ by faith.  Your labors will all be in 

vain, and your eternity will be one of anguish and punishment.  

Trust in Christ, who is merciful to receive to Himself sinful men 

and women such as ourselves.  He forgives. He sustains.  He is our 

life. 
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Christian Unity 

 I wanted to begin by talking about our union with Christ, 

because it has massive implications for our understanding of 

Christian unity.  And that’s one of the things that comes across so 

beautifully in Romans 16:1-16.  There is a profound unity being 

expressed here by Paul, a unity in the Gospel that brings together a 

very diverse group of individuals.    

 Last week I talked about the fact that Paul lists a number of 

women here, whom he considered immensely valuable co-laborers 

in the Gospel ministry.  So there is diversity across lines of gender.  

There is also ethnic diversity here.  Both Jews and Gentiles are 

represented in this list.  For instance, in verse 7 he refers to 

Andronicus and Junia as his kinsmen, probably meaning they were 

fellow Jews.  Most of the names, however, are Gentile names.   

Scholars who have looked closely into these names have 

observed that many of the names used here were names most 

commonly given to slaves.  So we have folks here who were on the 

very bottom rung of society.  Others named here may have held 

somewhat elevated positions in society.  Phoebe, for instance, was 

someone who had the means to assist many folks, including Paul.   

 So there is diversity across lines of gender, ethnicity, and 

social standing.  There’s also some geographical diversity, because 

we notice that Paul is actually addressing more than one gathering 

of believers.  I don’t know about you, but I’ve typically thought of 

the church in Rome as one gathering of believers.  But as we look 

closely at this text, we see that they were gathering in more than 

one place.  In verse 5 Paul greets the house church meeting in the 

home of Prisca and Aquilla.  In verse 14 he sends greetings to 

Asyncritus, Phlegon, Hermes, Patrobas, Hermas, and the brothers 

who are with them.  In verse 15, Philologus, Julia, Nereus and his 

sister, and Olympas, and all the saints who are with them.  Those 

sound like a couple more house churches.  And then those who 

belong to the family of Aristobulus (verse 10) and those who 

belong to the family of Narcissus (verse 11) could be two more 

groups.  Tom Schreiner, in his commentary on Romans, concludes 

from these observations that it seems there were at least 5 house 

churches represented here.   

 So it’s not just one large gathering which constituted the 

church in Rome.  A more accurate picture would probably be 

several gatherings of maybe 50-60 people, scattered throughout the 

city.  That’s about all that could fit in one home.   
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 I was thinking about this a couple weeks ago when the 

Three Rivers Church Planting Network had one of its monthly 

gatherings.  This is a group of pastors from all around the area who 

share an interest in planting churches.  We get together once a 

month, in a different location each month.  Our last meeting 

happened to be right here at Three Rivers Grace.  And it’s been a 

great blessing to me to be part of this group.  I’ve enjoyed some 

great fellowship with other pastors.  I’ve also learned a lot about 

the value of church planting and the excitement of being involved 

in church planting. 

 As we were sitting around the tables in the back room 

there, it occurred to me that our gathering was one reflection of the 

church in Pittsburgh.  Three Rivers Grace Church is not THE 

church in Pittsburgh.  We are one local church.  And praise be to 

God there are many, many more Gospel preaching churches 

scattered throughout this region.  We can thank God for that, and 

we can rejoice in the work God is doing through many other 

believers and many other churches to be the light of Christ in this 

place. 

 So I want to make the point about Christian unity on a 

couple of levels.  We need to recognize our need for other 

believers.  That’s why every believer should commit to 

membership in a local church.  That’s one level, which I’m going 

to talk about more in just a moment.  Another level of Christian 

unity is to recognize the partnership of local churches for the cause 

of Christ.  Our church does not stand alone.  We link arms with 

other local churches.       

So I want to encourage you today to recognize the unity we 

have with many other churches in the Pittsburgh area.  We may not 

agree on certain points of theology, like baptism or the relationship 

of God’s sovereignty and human free will, but we must be careful 

not to scorn individuals or churches who proclaim the message of 

salvation through Jesus Christ.  I’m not saying that everyone who 

professes faith is a genuine believer.  But I would prefer us to err 

on the side of charity rather than suspicion.  Let’s preach the 

Gospel, like Paul did, and extend grace and love to our brothers 

and sisters in Christ, overlooking many differences and 

disagreements.  Let’s welcome with open arms our fellow 

believers.  Let’s be excited about the partnerships we can forge for 

the sake of Gospel ministry.  Let’s remember that all who are 

united to Christ are united to us.   

Thinking further, now, on the individual level, it’s 

important to realize that the Christian life is not to be lived alone.  

God has designed for us to be in community with one another.  He 
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has designed for us to have fellowship with each other.  And this is 

both for God’s glory and for our good.  Our God is a Triune God.  

The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit have enjoyed the 

fellowship of one another for all eternity.  As a reflection of that, 

God commands us to gather together in local bodies of believers 

and enjoy fellowship with one another.   

This is also glorifying to God because He gathers us from 

different backgrounds, different ethnicities, from different places, 

and He brings us together in this place to show how powerful the 

Gospel is.  From the world’s perspective, we might appear to have 

very little in common.  And so the question arises, Why do you 

guys love each other the way that you do?  Why does it seem like 

you’re family?  Why do you spend so much time together and help 

each other out?  And the answer is: because of the Gospel of Jesus 

Christ.  That’s the reason we’re together.  Jesus died to forgive our 

sins, and God has called us to Himself and forgiven us, we are new 

creatures in Christ, we are brothers and sisters in Christ, we are 

truly family in a way that’s even deeper and longer-lasting than 

blood relatives.  Thus, God is glorified in our fellowship. 

 This is also a great benefit to us.  God is so good to 

command us to hang together in a local body of believers.  We 

need this.  I hope you can see that you need this.  Every one of us 

needs this.  Anyone who thinks they don’t need the fellowship and 

accountability of a local church is both arrogant and foolish.  We 

are so prone to wander, and therefore we need people in our lives 

who know us well and love us deeply and are willing to say the 

difficult things to us when needed.  We need the structure of a 

church where there are elders who shepherd the flock and members 

who are willing to walk through the difficult steps of church 

discipline when that’s necessary. 

 There are to be no lone-ranger Christians.  The Bible 

doesn’t have a category for that.  What the Bible envisions is what 

is reflected in Paul’s list of greetings to specific individuals and 

house churches.  There are personal connections, closely connected 

networks of believers, encouraging each other, cooperating in 

ministry, living out the Christian life together as a family. 

 Let me read for you several of the “one another” commands 

of the New Testament.  We’re commanded to be involved in each 

other’s lives, and not just in a superficial way. 

Be at peace with one another. (Mark 9:50) 

Love one another. (John 13:34) 



6 
 

Love one another with brotherly affection.  Outdo one another in 

showing honor. (Romans 12:10) 

Live in harmony with one another. (Romans 12:16) 

Welcome one another as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of 

God. (Romans 15:7) 

Care for one another. (1 Corinthians 12:25) 

Through love serve one another (Galatians 5:13) 

Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ 

(Galatians 6:2) 

With all humility and gentleness, with patience, bearing with one 

another in love (Ephesians 4:2) 

Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as 

God in Christ forgave you (Ephesians 4:32) 

Encourage one another and build one another up. (1 Thessalonians 

5:11) 

Confess your sins to one another and pray for one another. (James 

5:16) 

Love one another earnestly from a pure heart. (1 Peter 1:22) 

Show hospitality to one another without grumbling. (1 Peter 4:9) 

Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, and 

whoever loves has been born of God and knows God. (1 John 4:7) 

Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. (1 

John 4:11) 

 Are you getting the point?  As believers we are not merely 

called to living out a life of faith personally and individually.  We 

are called to live out a life of faith together with one another.  We 

are to love one another, encourage one another, confess our sins to 

one another and pray for one another.  Another way that this is 

glorifying to God and edifying to us is that it combats pride and 

fosters humility.  Each one of us needs to acknowledge that we 

cannot make it on our own.  None of us is strong enough spiritually 

to go off on our own and fight the fight of faith.  That is a recipe 

for disaster.  The world, the flesh and the devil will wage war 

against us, and we need the fellowship of other believers in order 

to withstand those attacks.   
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A very practical encouragement to you as an application 

point here is to get involved in a small group or Bible study where 

you are going to have regular opportunities to be together with 

other believers in this church family, where you will have the 

chance to share what’s going on in your life and where you’ll be 

able to pray for and encourage others.  This church has many great 

options for doing this.  There are small groups that meet in various 

places throughout the region and at various times throughout the 

week.  There are also men’s gatherings and women’s gatherings.  

And these are all very important ministries of this church.  The 

elders would like to see everyone here involved in a group like 

this.  So, please, take this seriously.  It’s wonderful to see each 

other on Sundays.  But we need more time, in smaller settings, to 

fully live out what God has called us to be for one another. 

Strengthening Our Unity 

1) Consider how you depend on your brothers and sisters in 

Christ.   

Paul had to rely on others.  Just like we all need to do.  

Nobody is a lone-ranger in the Christian life or in Christian 

ministry.  We lean on each other.  Even the Apostle Paul, whom 

we may think of as independent and omni-competent.  He needed 

the help of others, and he was grateful to God for that help. 

 He received help from Phoebe, as he mentions in verse 2.  

Prisca and Aquilla risked their necks for him (verse 4).  He refers 

to several individuals as workers and fellow workers.  The mother 

of Rufus, Paul says was like a mother to him as well.  Paul joyfully 

expresses his dependence on other believers. 

Think back to something he said in the first chapter of 

Romans.  He says in Romans 1:11 that he wants to impart some 

spiritual gift to strengthen the believers there.  He doesn’t specify 

what kind of spiritual gift he has in mind, but it’s certainly his 

desire to preach the gospel to them and give them a more firm 

footing on the truth of God’s Word.  He wants to minister to them 

and be a blessing to them. 

But then Paul quickly adds in verse 12 that it will be a two-

way street of blessing and encouragement.  This is an evidence of 

humility.  Paul, even as an apostle, does not presume that he knows 

everything there is to know or that he is coming in as the sole 

teacher and leader and encourager.  He knows that there is this 

wonderful dynamic among believers that works in multiple 

directions all at once.  Many people can be built up at the same 

time.  It’s not like there’s a bunch of people who are just givers, 

and a bunch of other people who are just takers.  Everyone should 

be giving and receiving, and thus everyone benefits.  This is the 

beauty of the church family.   
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2) Consider that your brothers and sisters are chosen in the 

Lord.   

Paul makes this statement in reference to Rufus in verse 13.  

“Greet Rufus, chosen in the Lord.”  Rufus is a great name, isn’t it?!  

And his life is a great story of God’s sovereign grace.  I think we 

have good reason to believe that the Rufus mentioned here is the 

same Rufus mentioned in the Gospel of Mark.  This is the only 

other place where this name appears.  Do you remember the 

context in which Rufus is mentioned in Mark?  It’s at the time of 

the crucifixion. 

“And they compelled a passerby, Simon of Cyrene, who was 

coming in from the country, the father of Alexander and Rufus, to 

carry his cross.” (Mark 15:21, ESV)   

Rufus doesn’t have a prominent place in the record of 

events.  It actually seems a bit odd that his name is even 

mentioned.  Mark probably mentioned the name Rufus because 

those reading his letter would have known this guy.  And there’s 

good evidence to believe that Mark’s Gospel was intended 

especially for the Gentile believers in Rome.  And that’s why it 

seems very probable that this Rufus is the same Rufus Paul 

addresses in Romans 16:13. 

Think of God’s providence in this.  Simon of Cyrene was 

merely a passerby.  He wasn’t there as one of Jesus’ followers.  He 

was just passing by.  He didn’t want to be bothered by all the 

controversy and chaos surrounding this man Jesus.  But unplanned 

by him, unexpected by him, unwanted by him, Simon was swept 

into the very center of what was going on.  He was brought right 

into the presence of Jesus the Christ.  He experienced the 

uncomfortable privilege of seeing Jesus’ agony up close and 

personal.   

Apparently, as a result of that experience, Simon was 

converted.  Presumably he then shared with his family, and they 

too were converted.  Paul greets Rufus and the mother of Rufus, 

who would have been Simon’s wife.  Surely there’s a fascinating 

untold story, maybe we’ll hear it in the age to come . . . a story of 

how God’s sovereign grace called this family unto salvation.   

I would encourage us, as a means of strengthening our 

unity, to consider in a very intentional way, the fact that our 

brothers and sisters are called by God.  Consider one another’s 

stories.  Consider the sovereign grace of God in calling each of us, 

changing us, setting us on the path we’re now on, which is so 

radically different than what we were, or what we might be, apart 

from His grace. 
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3) Consider that your brothers and sisters suffer in various 

ways. 

Finally, consider also the sufferings of your brothers and 

sisters in Christ.  Paul does this in his words of greeting.  He 

recalls the imprisonments, the risks, the sacrifices, the suffering.   

Just think of how powerful the bond would have been 

between Paul and Prisca and Aquila.  In verse 4 Paul says that they 

risked their necks for his life.  That sounds pretty intense.  They 

were that committed to one another.  They were united in mission 

together in such a way that they were willing to give their lives for 

one another.  They were willing to suffer in whatever way was 

necessary, to further the mission God had called them to serve in 

together.   

Similarly, think of Andronicus and Junia in verse 7.  They 

were fellow prisoners.  They had gone to jail for their Gospel 

work.   

Think of your brothers and sisters in Christ, and consider 

the ways that they have suffered, the ways that they may be 

suffering now.  May our hearts go out to one another as we suffer 

together through this life, as we suffer in this fallen world, as we 

suffer with Christ as His followers, living in a world that rejects 

Him. 

Expressing Our Unity 

 As a last very brief point, I just want to exhort us to look 

for ways to express our unity.  Paul gives a very practical one in 

verse 16.  Admittedly, this is something that has a cultural 

component to it.  Greet one another with a holy kiss.  There are 

certain cultures in which the common way of greeting someone is 

with some kind of a kiss.  My wife, Stacy, experiences this when 

she studied abroad in college.  She spent a semester living in 

Spain.  And she remembers the unique experience of being greeted 

by her host family when she arrives, and they all gave her dos 

besos (two kisses, one each cheek).  That’s the custom.  That’s the 

way to extend a warm greeting.   

 Just a few weeks ago my aunt and uncle were visiting here, 

and they live in Brazil. My uncle grew up in McKees Rocks, but 

after college moved to Brazil and married my aunt Marcia who is 

Brazilian.  And their custom is similar to Spain.  Two kisses on the 

cheek is the way to express warmth and affection. 

 I’m not trying to start a new fad in Pittsburgh.  I don’t think 

it would go over very well.  But what I do want to say is, let’s look 
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for ways to express our affection for one another, to express our 

unity.  There are culturally fitting ways to do this.  Hugs, 

handshakes, pats on the back.  We can express our unity in 

physical ways such as this, and it’s a healthy thing. 

 And we can also express our unity verbally, with our 

words.  As Paul does here, in ways that we almost read right over.  

But these are not empty words for Paul.  Each time he says sister 

or brother or beloved or “in the Lord,” that is a powerful 

expression of his affection for and his unity with these believers in 

Rome.  Let’s emulate his example and look for ways to express the 

precious unity God has given to us.   

 We are united to Christ, and thus united to one another.   


