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        Pentecost 15

Roamin’ through Romans:

It takes all kinds!

In the beginning…
[Please open a pew Bible to Romans, chapter 16…on page 1126.]

“I want you to meet some friends of mine.”

This is the invitation which a pastor named Paul extends to us


as we turn to the last page of his letter to Christians living in Rome.

I suspect that most of us have never paid much attention 

to the personal remarks – some very touching – 

that Paul makes on that last page.

As a result, we have never learned to know – as well as we should –


the people whom Paul mentions.

Yet, as he introduces his friends to us


-- sometimes only by name…occasionally with a revealing comment --



we find ourselves in the company of men and women 

who formed the church in its earliest days.

It will not take us very long to realize 

that these people are rather special.

Theirs was not the normal life of the average citizen in the Roman Empire.

They were loyal subjects of a King who is not of this world.

They were committed to the cause of an unseen leader


who had make them his own by grace and through faith.

They were consumed with a passion for their Lord and each other.

Their faith and love, though, had made them 

outlaws in – and outcasts from – the society in which they lived.

Waves of vicious and violent persecution often forced them into hiding.

This fact prompted one author to call these people


“our friends in the underground church”.

Yet from their world below the surface of Roman society,


they sent out a message and exerted an influence



that changed the course of human lives and human history.

Who are these people?

What did they do?

And, above all, what can we learn from them?

That, my friends, is our objective this morning.




It takes all kinds!
1) Who are they?

Who are they – these people in the church?

Scan the list of names 

and you will see that both genders are well represented.

Today, we expect such equal treatment of the sexes.

But 2000 years ago?

It was “a man’s world” then,


and no man – especially one who has been labeled as a “woman-hater” --


would give so much press to women.

Yet, in 9 of those 15 verses that include names, Paul mentions women.

Isn’t that significant!

Look again 

and you discover that age didn’t matter in the church at Rome either.

Rufus and his aging mother are cited in verse 13.

Verses 10-11 highlight two house-holds –


large houses that were homes to three generations of people.

What we like to sing today, then, could be said of that ancient congregation:


“We are the church!  …  I count if I am ninety…or nine or just a baby”

Our friends in the underground church also were color-blind.

Most names are either Greek or Italian;


but Herodian – in verse 11 – certainly belonged to a Jew.

Epenetus – introduced in verse 5 – was Asian.

And let’s not forget Rufus (verse 13).

Rufus – according to those who recorded what Jesus said and did –


Rufus was the son of Simon – Simon of Cyrene –



you know, the black man who carried the cross for Jesus.

They certainly weren’t clueless about the church of Jesus Christ,


but they were classless.

So much of what separates us today 


-- the neighborhoods in which we live, 

the schools from which we graduate,


the jobs by which we earn our income –



did not divide Christians in ancient Rome.

The households of Aristobolus and Narcissus would have included slaves.

Tryphena and Tryphosa – the twin sisters mentioned in verse 12 –


would have been, as their Latin names indicate, women of culture –



pampered darlings of Roman society.

Yet they all came together…

came together in a cave to worship the only One 

who had come out of a cave-grave to live and reign forever.

The friends whom Paul introduces to us also represented the various stages of life.

If you’re single, you have something in common 

with the girls named in verse 12…the boys in verse 14.

If you’re married, you can identify with Priscilla and Aquila (verse 3).

A single parent?  Widowed?  You’d like Rufus’ mother, mentioned in verse 13.

Come from a house divided…a family where not everyone shares your faith?

So did Narcissus, the man whom we meet in verse 11.

They came from the various stages of life.

They also came from the various stages of faith.

Epenetus – verse 5 – was a rather recent convert.

But Paul’s relatives – Andronicus and Junias (verse 7) – 

had walked with Jesus for a long time–



even long before Paul began to follow the carpenter who called him.

There they are – our friends in the underground church.

I suspect that you now know them better than before.

But knowing them isn’t important.

What can we learn from them – that’s what matters.

What can these earliest of Christians teach us?

How about this?

The church is not a building, no matter how ornate it may be;

our friends in the underground church huddled in a dark, damp cave.

The church also is not a prescribed form of worship;

music probably went missing when these friends met.

And the church is not programs, no matter how elaborately they are designed;

Christians in Rome didn’t have “Mall of America amenities” to satisfy their every need.

As one man commented, rather crudely:


“They probably pooped in one end of the cave and praised God in the other.”

What I’m trying to say is this:


the church – first and last – is people…all kinds of people.

Not just your kind, not just my kind.

Not just this kind or that kind, but all kinds.

A congregation is a conglomeration!

Have we learned that truth yet?

Have we acquired -- and applied -- it in this church?

Several years ago, someone said that 

our church “is the best kept secret in Washington County”.

That’s not a compliment, folks;


it’s an insult.

And what an insult it is -- to Christ first,


then to any Christian fully committed to the cause of this Christ who died for all.

How could we – either accidentally or intentionally – ever give anyone the impression


that we somehow are an “exclusive club”…



that we are just keeping to ourselves…




just keeping the love of Christ for ourselves?

Today, let’s – once and for all – bury that image.

Let’s resurrect the picture of the church that Paul paints in Romans 16.

Let’s make our church a photo-copy of that church.

Let’s make this congregation a conglomeration!

A congregation is a conglomeration…


a conglomeration of people…all those people who matter to God.

And you remember – don’t you? – that God loved the world.

You recall, I’m sure, how he gave all he had – how he sent both his Son and Spirit –

to seek then save all people, one at a time.

And you realize, I hope, that he still throws a party every time someone is saved.

In other words, what God did for you –


well, that’s just what he wants to do for everyone else.



Our friends in the underground church must have realized what God does.

How else can we account for all that they did?

How else can we explain why they were so willing to do 

what was so “politically incorrect” in their culture?

2) What do they do?

What was it that these friends of ours did?

And – again – what can we learn from them?

Let’s never forget that our friends were part of a minute minority;


they were members of a church struggling for its very existence.

One of those members was a young man named Rufus.

Paul – in verse 13 – compliments him as one “chosen in the Lord”.

Other translators cast Paul’s comment to mean 

“a splendid Christian” or “an outstanding follower of the Lord”.

Whatever spin you put on Paul’s words, though,


it’s obvious that Rufus was special.

But what made Rufus so special?

How could this young man 

– so sensitive, as young people often are, to the pressure of their peers --


how could he be such a splendid Christian in such an unchristian culture?

I would like to suggest that Rufus was such a splendid Christian


because he had such splendid Christian parents.

Next to the grace of God,


this young man owed everything he was to his Mom and Dad.

We don’t know much about Rufus’ parents,


but what we know reveals a lot.

Paul, who has a habit of mentioning mothers who raise their children to love the Lord,


mentions Rufus’ loving mother in verse 13.

He is even willing to call this woman his own mother.

Rufus’ father – as I mentioned – was Simon, 


the black man who carried the cross to Calvary for Jesus.

Is it so unreasonable to believe that Simon was transformed by that experience…


that he returned home a changed man…



that the testimony he shared there also changed his family?

Paul does not mention Rufus’ father in his letter to the Romans.

More than likely, Simon – to use a phrase coined by Paul – 


Simon had “fallen asleep in Jesus”.

However, even after Simon was gone, the faith in which he died lived on…


lived on in his loving wife…and dear son.

Many of us are here this morning


because we – like Rufus – had loving parents… 

loving parents who – early on – shared their love of Jesus with us.

The faith in which they live – or died – lives on in us.

We owe much to these parents…


but we owe even more to our children.

“Christianity,” as someone has said, “is only one generation from extinction”.

Are we – as Rufus’ parents did – passing it on to our children?

It goes without saying that we love our children.

We try to give them the best that our money can buy, don’t we?

But how much time and effort do we spend 

in providing them with what Jesus once called “the one thing needful”?

As I look around, I often get the feeling 

that we’re teaching our kids to major in the minors of life.

Some time ago, Time magazine reported that – on average – our children spend


2100 minutes each week in front of the TV,



1800 minutes at school,




and 100 minutes at church.

100 minutes a week…


what good is that when – for the rest of the week – 

they are taught to choose a mate, found a home, and chart a course 

by the standards of a culture that is corrupt?

If we are parents today,


we may need to look at Rufus’ mother and father…



and learn a lesson from them.

We also may need to listen to this “Parents’ prayer” by Phyllis Didricksen;


she writes:



“I do not ask riches for my children,




nor even recognition of their skill;



I only ask that You will give them




a heart completely yielded to your will.”

Our friends in the underground church shared God’s love in their homes.

They also showed God’s love at the church.

The very first friend that Paul introduces to us is a woman named Phoebe.

In verses 1-2, he lets us know that she


is “a servant of the church…a great help to many people”.

Phoebe – it appears – is one of those rare individuals in a congregation

who does whatever needs to be done.

A female version of John Wayne – should we call her ‘Joan Wayne’ ? – 

she was willing to say:



“A woman’s gotta do what a woman’s gotta do.”

Paul tells us (verse 1) that 

Phoebe was “a great help to many people, including me.” 

Here was a person who was no respecter of persons.

Down at the church, she helped both the “unknowns” and the “well-knowns”.

She served ordinary people…and extraordinary apostles.

Just like Jesus.

Didn’t our Lord love all?

The help that came from his hands knew no bounds, did it?

He cared for the famous and the infamous.

He was a friend to all.

Phoebe learned from Jesus…


and we can learn from Phoebe.

How long has it been since we’ve reached out to help those less fortunate?

How about those who are more fortunate than we are?

It is relatively easy – is it not? – 

to show sympathy to the disadvantaged in our society.

It is much more difficult 

to reach out and try to meet the needs – often cleverly concealed – 

of those on whom fortune seems to have smiled.

Yet Phoebe showed that we cannot discriminate;


we’re here to help the “down-and-out” as well as the “up-and-out”.

Phoebe has set the standard for service in the church.

Phoebe also performed another service that is bound to make us stop and think.

Look at verses 1-2.

Paul “commends” Phoebe to the church at Rome.

He asks the church to “receive her…in a way worthy of the saints”.

This is language that Paul typically uses to identify his messengers.

Could it be…?

Could it be that Paul – the so-called “woman-hater” – 

asked a woman to carry his letter to Rome?

Could it be that Paul – in a day when woman weren’t trusted –


entrusted one of the most important documents ever written…

entrusted one of the clearest presentations of the gospel ever made…

could it be that Paul entrusted this to a woman?

The evidence is quite convincing.

What does this mean for us?

What does this mean for our church – 

a church that historically has limited the roles and responsibilities of women?

I certainly don’t have all the answers;


and I suspect you don’t either.

But maybe we need to ask more questions.

Maybe we need to challenge more of our assumptions

Maybe we need to clarify what’s guiding us: our tradition…or God’s truth?

God only knows how much we need people like Phoebe in the church today.

Our friends in the underground church shared God’s love in their homes;

they also showed God’s love in their congregation;



and – last but not least – they spread God’s love in their community.

In verses 4-5, Paul speaks not only of Priscilla and Aquila,


but also of the church that meets in their house.

How in the world do you find such a church…


a church that meets in a house…



a church in hiding?

You don’t; 

the church has to find you.

People in such a church have to reach out;

they have to step out into the community and invite others in.

Priscilla and Aquila were such people.

This couple – who once risked their lives for Paul --

regularly risked their lives for their church:


a church in hiding, yes…

but a church with such good news that they couldn’t hide it. 

Priscilla and Aquila were not afraid -- they were not ashamed --


to summon people to come to the church in their house.

No wonder Paul called them “my fellow workers”.

They were doing the work he did:


spreading the good news of God’s transforming love 

where they lived, worked and played.

May I ask you a question?

Can your pastor say the same of you?

Can the one who shares the word of God with you say 

that you share the work of God with him?

God says that pastors – one day – must give an account 

of all the souls entrusted to their care.

Can you think of any greater commendation than this:

that a pastor stands before the throne of God and says of his people:

“They were my fellow-workers in Christ Jesus”?

At the end…

Our friends in the underground church:


all kinds of people, 

showing God’s love in all kinds of places.

They certainly have set an example for us to follow, haven’t they?

But there example is not enough;


we also need their energy.

We need Jesus.

You see, only when we live close to Jesus can we live like Jesus.

Only when we know Jesus’ love for us can we show such love to others.

Our friends in the underground church:


not only examples of what people like you and I can do for the Lord;



also examples of what the Lord can do through people like you and me.

That, then, must be the reason.

That must be the reason why Paul concludes his letter


not by praising these people,



but by praising these people’s God.

All our praise, says Paul…


All our praise rises to the One who is strong enough to make you strong!


All our praise is focused…on this incomparably wise God.  [Romans 16:25,27 MSG]
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