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“Christian Greetings”      Text – Romans 16:1-16       QA 54&55    OT Reading – Psalm 84

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
· Lists of places and names in the Bible – Not easy!  Psalm 23 – Rom 8:39 – Easy!  How do we benefit from Bible’s lists/genealogies?  

· How can a list of names like this be useful for “teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped,” as we are told is true of all Scripture in 2 Tim. 3:16-17?

Well, our task today is to see that this list of greetings is an integral part of the gospel message of Romans that began in 1:1.  So let’s consider the Gospel lessons from Christian Greetings.  
And some questions that might help you prepare for this passage are questions like: Why are you here, today?  Why are you at worship with the members of the Reformed Church of____?  Who are these people to you?  When you look around at the folks on these pews, what do you see?  
· Are you here, perhaps, because it is convenient?  Do you just endure these people?  Could it be that you’d prefer to worship at church B but for this reason or that reason you can’t or won’t?  

· Are you here, maybe, because it is comfortable; you like the way things are done here?  For now.  

· Or, do you look around and see people for whom Jesus Christ poured out His blood?  
· Do you see parts of the body of Christ that you need and that need you?  
Well, I trust that our answers will be more like the latter rather than the former as we see that the gospel lessons from Christian Greetings are seen, firstly, in a remarkable unity.
1. Now, it needs to noted that Paul has not yet been to Rome.  He writes this letter probably from Corinth or somewhere near there as he looks forward to one day being in Rome.  So how is it that he knows so many of these Roman Christians in what seems to be a very personal way?  
a. Well, with some, like Epenetus, who is mentioned in v5, they are those who have come to faith during Paul’s missionary travels that he knows are now in Rome.  
b. And from the Book of Acts we learn that the Emperor, Claudius, had ordered all the Jews, which included Christians, to leave Rome.  And this is how Paul came to know folk like P&A, whom he met in Corinth.  But Claudius has now died and so people like P&A have returned to Rome.   
c. In ways like this then, Paul has come to know a good number of the saints in the church at Rome whom he wishes to greet, personally, as he looks forward to seeing them soon, f 2 face.
Now, as we consider the remarkable unity seen in these Christian greetings, let me remind you of these words from Romans 1:16: “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.”  And Romans 2:11, “For God does not show favouritism.”  
And so, as a fruit of the gospel, then, we would expect to see Jews and Gentiles in the NT churches; there should be a diversity that comes together as one in congregations.  
And one of the places in the NT where this unity picture is painted very beautifully and plainly is Galatians 3:26-28.  For there we read these extraordinary words to believers, “You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus, for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ.  There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”  
    And the categories of v28 are categories of ethnicity, social standing, and gender. 
So let’s look at each of these categories as they come to light in the Christian Greetings of Romans 16. 
1. Let’s consider ethnicity first.  From vv3-15, 26 individuals receive the greetings of the apostle.  And in that list are Latin or Roman names, Greek names, and Jewish names.  And they worship together because “the gospel is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.”  And because “you are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus … there is neither Jew nor Greek … for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”  
a. And the presence of a mixed ethnicity in this congregation says something powerful about the gospel.  If you were to go to the cultural and sporting and business and entertainment and other religious groups in the Rome of this time, you would find sub groupings of ethnic make up – the Jewish pharmicists, the Greek theatre group, the Roman stone-masons, etc; a synagogue here, a Greek temple there, and a Roman temple there, etc.  But in the Christian church that is described in these greetings?  “You are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus … there is neither Jew nor Greek … for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”  The power of God has worked through the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ to join Jews and Gentiles together in one congregation!  
b. And praise the Lord!  It is the same with us here today.  It may be that out there we enjoy the company of those who come from the same country as us or who speak the same ‘mother tongue’ as us.  And that is OK.  That is a good thing.  But those are not the things that define or unite us in here.  We are together in here as “sons of God through faith in Jesus Christ … we are one in Jesus Christ.”
i. And so, there is no country flag on the wall in here and we do not sing the national anthem in here, even though it is a fine hymn that calls on the name of the Lord.  
ii. And we worship in English because it is the language that most people in the city around us can speak, and not in another language that we may like.  
iii. And we do these things deliberately because it is not ethnicity that defines who we are as a congregation.  It is the Lord Jesus Christ.  
A. It is a fruit of the gospel that in here you see different skin colours and hear different accents and have different sounding first names and last names.  And that is very precious.  That is a gospel blessing.  That is what we shall see in heaven, according to Rev. 7:9, so it is right that we see it in the church here today!
2. But the remarkable unity in these Christian greetings is seen not just in ethnicity but also in social standing.  And this is because these names reveal much about the social class of those who made up the Roman church.  You see, certain types of names were given to those who were upper or middle class and certain types of names were given to those who were slaves or those who used to be slaves but were now free.  And experts tell us that most of the names here are from the group of those who were slaves or who had once been slaves.  So you have here a church of slave owners and slaves or former slaves.  
a. And congregation, for us here in NZ, that is almost impossible to understand as a social dynamic.  Some of the members in the Roman church owned some of the other members.  By law, they were their property to do with as they wished.  
i. So boys and girls, we all know, for example, that Mr _____ owns a house and furniture and a car.  Nothing odd with that.  But what if he ______   ______    ________?  What if they were his slaves?  What if they were people that he could sell on Trade Me if he wanted to?  
A. And imagine also if while Mr _____ owned Mr ___, Mr ____ was his elder in church?  It is beyond belief to us, isn’t it.  
ii. Well, in the ordinary society of that time, slaves and slave-owners lived separate lives.  They were like two sub-species of humans.  They simply did not mix in any way.  
iii. And you and I are probably well aware of some of the despicable horrors that have been done to slaves by their owners, who called themselves Christians.  And we cannot neglect or minimize such terrible truths from history.  
iv. But the gospel lesson of remarkable unity that we see in these Christian greetings is that in the church of Rome, and in the church that has truly sought to honour the Lord Jesus Christ since that time, slave and slave-owner sat together in the pews.  And they sat together as brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ.  
A. Now, sadly, we have to acknowledge that separation according to social or gender or ethnic lines has occurred in the church.  But that is not the design of the gospel.  In church we sit together as “sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus … There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”  
1) I mentioned Revelation 7:9 a moment ago where we have a description of heaven that describes “a great multitude that no one can count, from every nation, tribe, people and language.”  And you cannot tell me that the women are on one side the men on another or the black skinned are there and the white skinned are there or English speakers to the front and German speakers near the back, etc.  We will stand there as citizens of heaven, despite our earthly distinctives, and we get ready for that day by standing here in the church as sons of God, despite our earthly distinctives.  
3. But the remarkable unity in these Christian greetings is seen not just in ethnicity and social standing, but also in gender.
a. The first name we encounter is that of Phoebe, a woman.  And she is commended to the church in Rome.  Paul wants her to be helped just as she has helped him and many other believers.  And then, in the list of greetings, 8 or 9 out of the 26 are women.  And I say 8 or 9 because there is one name in the list, Junias, of v7, that could be male or female.  
i. Now, for you and me today, 9 out of 26 is a bit of a problem.  Our world is very concerned with equality.  We want as many female MPs as we have male MPs.  And the women should earn just as much prize money at the tennis majors as the men do.  And women should fly the combat jets and tanks and be at the frontlines of war just like the men.  Right?  But Paul only mentions 9 women out of 26 names.  That’s just 35%.  
A. I was listening to a TV news story the other day and they were discussing Nicky Hager’s book, Dirty Politics.  And they had done a poll.  And they presented the findings of the poll in this way.  They said, “Nearly 1 out of 10 people felt the book negatively influenced their view of John Key.”  But now, let me give you that same statistic with a change of one word, “Not even 1 out of 10 people felt the book negatively influenced their view of John Key.”  Do you see the difference?  Nearly 1 out of 10 leads you to be impressed with how many people have a negative view.  Not even 1 out of 10 leads you to think that the book hasn’t had much of an effect.  The statistic hasn’t changed, but your impression of what it signifies has because of a word choice.  
B. Well, I said a moment ago that women make up just 35% of Paul’s list.  But if we put ourselves in the culture of Paul’s day?  Here is how that same statistic should be reported.  Women make up a whopping 35% of Paul’s list!  In Paul’s day, you see, just 1 woman in this list would have seen him labeled a raving feminist.  A list of just men wouldn’t have caused anyone to blink their eyelids – situation normal.  
C. But the first two names that Paul mentions, Phoebe and Priscilla, are women.  And Paul mentions Priscilla before he mentions her husband, Aquila.  And if Junias of v7 is a woman, then 4 out of the first 6 names are women.  
ii. “The gospel is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.”  “There is neither … male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.”  Men and women are both very needed in the life and work of the church of Christ.
b. Now, because of the times in which we live, it would be irresponsible of me not to make one more comment about gender at this point.   And this is because some take the point that has just been made and use it to justify women being able to serve in any role in the church.  But let us simply note today that Scripture is very clear about two things in the life of the church: 
i. On the one hand, the Lord Jesus Christ says this in 1 Tim 2:12, “I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man.”  
ii. But on the other hand, we read here about women being a servant and a helper and a host and a hard worker and a mother to Paul, and elsewhere about them being mothers of their children and teachers and disciplers of younger women and busy at home and being devoted to all kinds of good deeds.  
A. In terms of salvation, then, there is no distinction between male or female in God’s eyes.  And both male and female are image bearers of God.  And both male and female are equally worthy in the eyes of God.  
B. But God has reserved some roles in the church of Christ for men only.  
C. Nevertheless, there are a plethora, which means a large amount, of opportunities to serve in the church of Christ for men and women.  And this is compellingly and plainly evident in the Christian greetings before us today.
So, gospel lessons in the remarkable unity seen in the areas of ethnicity, social standing and gender.  But as we draw to a close, three very brief points.
Congregation, not only is there a remarkable unity on display in these Christian greetings, there is also a remarkable diversity on display in these Christian greetings.  
· These people have not ceased to be Jewish or Greek or slave or free or male or female.  
· These people have not ceased to be Paul’s relatives, as some of them appear to be.  
· These people appear to be gifted in different areas.

· And I think it’s reasonable to assume that some of these Roman Christians were interested in chariot racing, while others, for the life of them, just did not see the appeal.

· And while some of these Roman Christians were eagerly reading theological journals, others were reading Christian romance novels.

· And while some of them had the latest fashions, others had not yet discovered that there is such a thing as fashion.

· And while some sent their children to the kids club at church, others sent their children to the kids club at the YMCA.  And we could go on.  
Brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, the gospel does unite but it does not uniform.  The Gospel does not produce carbon copy robots who all look alike and think alike and dress alike and play alike and serve alike in all things.  And do you know what?  That is a blessing.  That adds a richness to life in the church.  And that adds a richness to a denomination.  And that adds a richness to the witness of the Christian church in the city or nation.  And yes, that diversity brings challenges, like those we have talked about in Romans 12-15, in terms of loving ach other in the midst of diversity.  And it brings with it the challenge of working out what is essential to the truth of the gospel and what is secondary.  But let’s be careful not to mix unity up with uniformity.
But secondly and closely related to that first point, these aren’t just greetings, are they?  They are Christian Greetings.  What is the chorus or refrain that you cannot help but notice in vv1-16?  It is the words “In the Lord.” vv2, 8, 11b, 12 2*, 13.  And in vv3, 5b, 7, 9, and 10a the people Paul greets are “in Christ” in one way or another.  
In Ephesians 3:14-15, we read these words, “For this reason I kneel before the Father, from whom His whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name.”  Believer, your surname is Christian.  And as you look around at all these people, you are looking at your brothers and sisters in Christ.  You are family!  You are the family of God.  There is diversity among us.  Praise the Lord!  But our unity is in the Lord; is in Christ; is in what His blood purchased for God on the cross of Calvary – a family; a body; a bride.
And thirdly and lastly, and again closely related to the first two points, note the first words of v16, “Greet one another with a holy kiss.”  
I am going to suggest to the session that we begin a new practice at the start of our services.  Just kidding! 
Families.  Grandparents.  Kiss the grandkids.  

Paul – list of greetings.  Maybe he is finished.  Maybe as he thinks about the others he knows or this congregation that he is to eager to meet he just says Please kiss my children.  
And I am not going to explain this.  Not going to look for OT origins to this liturgical practice.
Look around – think of churches you have been part of – think of these people here today.

Kiss them all?  I love them because Christ loves them and because I loved Christ with them.

Gospel lessons from Christian greetings.  Amen.
