
1 

“Known by Name”  
Romans 16:1-16 

February 21st, 2021 
 

   From the time I was 9 years of age until I left home at age 17, I lived on a farm across the road from my 
cousin Todd.  That timeframe spanned nearly the entire decade of the 1970’s.  It was a time quite unlike 
today.  We had only 3 television stations (the major networks); there were no cable or dish options - 
only a wire antennae on the top of our house allowed us to get those 3 channels.   
 
   There were no computers, tablets, or other electronic devices – certainly we had no cell phones.  The 
greatest invention for telephones at that time was the super long telephone cord that allowed you to 
walk from one room into another!  
 
   Until the very end of the 1970’s, we had no video games…until Pong made its appearance!  No way to 
play a game on line; nobody was on line!  It was better than nothing, almost… 
 
   Children and youth today must think those boring days, indeed!  Todd and I often played Army.  The 
Vietnam Conflict was in full swing.  Every night on the evening news, we’d see pictures of American 
soldiers fighting in the jungles of Southeast Asia.  So, Todd and I mimicked what we saw, and we fought 
to keep Communism from taking over the world as we high crawled and low crawled confronting 
imaginary enemy soldiers.  At least rural Ridott, Illinois, population 160 was safe and secure! 
 
   Of course, we had to have a name to participate in all this combat, and we never used our own.  I was 
often Scott, my middle name, and Todd various others.   

 

   Names.  We all have them, and some of us like them.  Others change their names.  I remember the 
days when basketball great Kareem Abdul Jabbar was known as Lew Alcindor, Boxer Muhammad Ali was 
known as Cassius Clay, and NFL wide receiver Bobby Moore became Ahmad Rashad.   

 
   We are not truly known to others without names.  And it is very important to us that we’re 
known by name.  Unfortunately, we all have mental gaps when we forget a person’s name 
whom we haven’t seen in some time.  Was it that about reunions anyway?  People asking “Do 
you remember who I am?”     
 

   A pastor was running short on time to prepare for a sudden funeral.  Using a previous funeral script, he 
searched and replaced the newly deceased’s name, Edna, as a replacement for the woman in the 
previous funeral, Mary. 
 
   Everything went fine until they came to the point of the funeral service where the congregation 
recited the Apostle’s Creed, and the pastor confessed that Jesus was born of the Virgin Edna. 

 
    Today, we begin the 16th and final chapter of Paul’s magnum opus, the New Testament book 
of Romans and our long-running sermon series through Romans, Christianity Explored.  Today’s 
text includes a listing of 26 different people by name, and a host of others indirectly.  One 
commentator calls Romans Chapter 16 “one of the most fascinating of the New Testament” 
(Boice, 1911) 
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Romans 16:1-16:  
   “I commend to you Phoebe our sister, who is a servant of the church in Cenchrea, 2 that you may 
receive her in the Lord in a manner worthy of the saints, and assist her in whatever business she has 
need of you; for indeed she has been a helper of many and of myself also. 
   3 Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus, 4 who risked their own necks for my life, 
to whom not only I give thanks, but also all the churches of the Gentiles.  5 Likewise greet the church that 
is in their house. 
   Greet my beloved Epaenetus, who is the firstfruits of Achaia to Christ.  6 Greet Mary, who labored 
much for us.  7 Greet Andronicus and Junia, my countrymen and my fellow prisoners, who are of note 
among the apostles, who also were in Christ before me. 
   8 Greet Amplias, my beloved in the Lord.  9 Greet Urbanus, our fellow worker in Christ, and Stachys, my 
beloved.  10 Greet Apelles, approved in Christ.  Greet those who are of the household of Aristobulus.    
   11 Greet Herodion, my countryman.  Greet those who are of the household of Narcissus who are in the 
Lord. 
   12 Greet Tryphena and Tryphosa, who have labored in the Lord.  Greet the beloved Persis, who labored 
much in the Lord.  13 Greet Rufus, chosen in the Lord, and his mother and mine.  14 Greet Asyncritus, 
Phlegon, Hermas, Patrobas, Hermes, and the brethren who are with them.  15 Greet Philologus and Julia, 
Nereus and his sister, and Olympas, and all the saints who are with them. 
   16 Greet one another with a holy kiss.  The churches of Christ greet you.” 

 
   This passage of Scripture shows us that the Apostle Paul was a friend maker as well as a soul 
winner.  He didn’t try to live an isolated life; he had friends in the Lord, and he appreciated 
them.  I’ve observed in life and read in Christian biography, the lives that the servants whom 
God has used the most were people who could make friends.  Warren Wiersbe notes, “While 
there may be a place for the secluded saint who lives alone with God, it is my conviction that 
most of us need each other.  We are sheep, and sheep flock together.” (Wiersbe, 565) 
 
   The first person Paul lists is Phoebe, and the first two verses describe her.  “I commend to you 
Phoebe our sister, who is a servant of the church in Cenchrea, 2 that you may receive her in the Lord in a 
manner worthy of the saints, and assist her in whatever business she has need of you; for indeed she 
has been a helper of many and of myself also.”   

 
   Phoebe’s name is the feminine form of Phoibos, a name given to the god Apollos.  It means 
“radiant, pure, or bright.”  Paul commends Phoebe to the Roman Church, so she must have 
been who delivered Paul’s letter to them.  Of the treasure she carried, the late Donald Grey 
Barnhouse wrote, “Never was there a greater burden carried by such tender hands.  The 
theological history of the church through the centuries was in the manuscript which she 
brought with her.  The Reformation was in that baggage.  The blessing of multitudes in our day 
was carried in those parchments.” (Barnhouse, 124) 
 
   The next thing we note in verse 1 is Paul referring to Phoebe as his “sister.”  They were not 
related as family in the flesh, but rather as siblings in the spirit.  Our spiritual relationships are 
greater than and transcend even the closest nuclear family relationships not founded upon a 
saving relationship with Jesus Christ.   
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   That there are several women Paul greets in these first 16 verses of Romans Chapter 16 is 
remarkable.  In addition to Phoebe, there is Priscilla (v. 3-5a), there is Mary (v. 6), Junia (v. 7), 
Tryphena and Tryphosa (v. 12 – they were widely thought to be twin sisters), Persis (v. 12), and 
Julia (v. 15), 8 women named, and 2 referred to: “Rufus’ mother in v. 13, and Nereus’s sister (v. 
15).   
 
   I should take a moment to remind us that women over the years have been profoundly 
involved in the life of the church.  We must not underestimate the very important role that 
women have in the life of the church of Christ.  Women were the last to remain at the cross and 
the first to greet the risen Savior in the garden at the tomb.   
 

   It has been challenging for us over the last year, but women of Trinity Church have been ministering 
through teaching Sunday School, serving in Teens in Trinity, leading special music and singing in 
ensembles, accompanying congregational singing and providing musical offerings every Sunday.  Some 
are meeting together in Bible studies and prayer groups.  Several are presently providing meals to a 
family in the church.  There are plans to provide more baby blankets to the Family Crisis Center.  Just as 
importantly, I’m hopeful that dads and moms alike are taking the lead and making sure their entire 
family participates in the live-stream or recorded video of Sunday services, if not in person. 

 
   Phoebe was a servant (Greek – diakonos) of the church in Cenchrea.  She is described as a 
helper of Paul’s as well as others.  Phoebe, like her Lord Jesus Christ, was a devoted servant of 
others.  Her objective was to make a difference in the lives of other people.  She is a good 
example of what a Christian is and does. 
 
   Interestingly, this is the first time in Romans that Paul uses the word “church” as he does in 
verse 1.  But, he goes on to use the word another 4 times in this chapter (verses 4, 5, 16 & 23).  
It’s not the only word for the body of believers Paul uses in Romans Chapter 16, either.  The 
church are our brothers and sisters (as Phoebe is described in verse 1), saints, fellow workers, 
friends, a mother (v. 13) and those who are “in the Lord.”   
 
   Regular readers of the Bible should be aware of the next two people mentioned in verses 3-
5a, “Greet Priscilla and Aquila, my fellow workers in Christ Jesus, 4 who risked their own necks for my 
life, to whom not only I give thanks, but also all the churches of the Gentiles.  5 Likewise greet the church 
that is in their house.” 

 
   Priscilla (the shortened form of her name is ‘Prisca’) and Aquila are mentioned 6 different 
places in the New Testament – Acts 18:2, 18:18, 18:26, I Corinthians 16:19, 2 Timothy 4:19, and 
here in Romans 16:2.  Aquila was a Jew from Pontus who had settled in Rome but had been 
forced to leave Rome, together with his wife, Priscilla, when the Emperor Claudius had expelled  
the Jews from the capital.  Aquila was tentmaker in Corinth, same as Paul, and that is how they 
met.  When Paul left Corinth for Ephesus, this couple went with him, but then they stayed on in 
Ephesus.  By the time Paul wrote this letter, Priscilla and Aquila were back in Rome.   
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   Paul says this couple “risked their necks” for his sake.  Evidently, there must’ve been at least 
one, if not several, instances where Priscilla and Aquila protected Paul by putting themselves in 
harm’s way.  We don’t know what those might have been, but we do have Paul’s response, and 
he is most grateful for their ministry to him. 
 
   Paul also sends his greetings to the church that was meeting in Priscilla and Aquila’s house.  
This is not prescriptive for the church today.  Often, churches begin in homes for the beginning 
stages of planting a new congregation.  Often, those begin as Bible studies meeting in homes.  
Paul greets the church in Rome during a time when churches met in larger homes (like Priscilla 
and Aquila’s).  
 
   For sure, the Roman church was diverse, made up of various men and women, singles, and 
families.  There were a variety of races – Jews and Gentile Christians which we’ve noted in 
recent weeks in our study of Romans Chapters 14 & 15.  Four people are called “beloved” – 
Epenetus (v. 5), Amplias (v. 8), Stachys (v. 90, and Persis (v. 12).  Two are called hard workers 
(Mary v. 6 and Persis v. 12).  Some were fellow prisoners with Paul.  Even though many of these 
names only appear here in the Bible, all of them were known by Paul – by name and by life 
circumstances. 
 
   So, it is for every believer in Jesus Christ.  Not that Paul knows us by name and life 
circumstances, but more importantly, God knows us by name and life circumstances.  In fact, 
our names are not only impressed upon his heart, they are carved into His hands.  In Isaiah 

49:15 & 16: 
 

   “Can a woman forget her nursing child, and not have compassion on the son of her womb? 
Surely they may forget, yet I will not forget you. 
 
   See, I have inscribed you on the palms of My hands;  
Your walls are continually before Me.” 

 
   How inspiring and comforting this text from Isaiah is!  In a time where seemingly more and 
many people suffer with dementia and the eroding of their minds, we have this comforting 
verse to stand upon – though we may forget God because of faded memories, He will never 
forget us, brothers and sisters!  He has carved our names into His hands! 
    
   More could be said about this list of Christian people, but I wanted to address verse 16 briefly.    
“Greet one another with a holy kiss.  The churches of Christ greet you.” 

 
   In Paul’s day, people often greeted one another with a kiss when they met together in the 
ancient Mediterranean world of the Roman Empire.  It was often given on the cheek or the 
forehead and represented essentially what a hug or a warm embrace represents today.   
 
   Paul refers here to a “holy kiss.”  Our affectionate greetings should be holy and acceptable to 
the Lord.  It is possible to give kisses with ulterior motives (Remember Judas Iscariot in the 
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Garden of Gethsemane?).  I concur with Pastor John MacArthur’s position when he notes, “In 
most of the church today, the danger is in showing too little affection rather than too much.”  
(MacArthur, 1 Corinthians, 487) 
    
   Finally, Paul brings greetings to the church in Rome from the churches he has planted when 
he says, “The churches of Christ greet you.” 
 
   What a beautiful picture of Christian living and the Church these verses are!   
 

   Those familiar with Pilgrim’s Progress have no trouble remembering that pilgrim’s name throughout 
the book is Christian.  Do you remember his original name?  In the scene where it first appears, the 
pilgrim in conversing with a porter: 
 
   Porter – What is your name? 
   Pilgrim – My name is now Christian, but my name at the first was Graceless. 
 
   The same could be said for each of us today who claim the glorious name of Jesus Christ as our Lord 
and Savior.  Our name is now Christian, but it has not always been so.  That title is given to us the 
moment we believed, the day we took God at His word and received the gift of eternal life He won for 
us.  Before that name change, we were Graceless, indeed.   


