Romans 13
Reminder: Flow of thought in chapters 12-16

· 12-13 — General instruction on how those who have been justified by faith should live by faith — or as NT Wright says: how the fellowship of faith should match the righteousness of faith

· 14:1-15:13 — Specific instruction on how to live out the faith across barriers of custom or tradition and ethnic or tribal identity

· 15:14-16:27 — Paul’s travel plans and his greetings to the Roman Christians

Reminder: Closer look at the flow of thought in chapters 12-13

· 12:1-2 — The “already” of our salvation calls for lifestyle worship

•   12:3-13 — Unity in the church through the exercise of different gifts
•   12:14-21 — Living redemptively before outsiders
•   13:1-7 — Living responsibly before authorities
•   13:8-10 — Love as the controlling concern
13:11-14 — The “not yet but almost” of our salvation calls for putting on the Lord Jesus




13:1-7 — With respect to outsiders, Paul has just said: “Promote peace as best you can. Do not exact justice for yourselves: let God take care of that. Instead, respond to evil with good.” A pressing question follows: 

Has Christ’s displacement of Caesar as Lord — and the according instructions to us to live cruciform lives (not seeking vengeance, expecting our good deeds to shame evil; note the themes from the Sermon on the Mount in ch. 12) — led to a situation in which God will just “work things out” on behalf of justice and “the good” in this world? 

· Answer: No. Between the “now” of Christ’s resurrection/ascension as Lord and the “not yet” of his return in glory, there is a role for “governing authorities.” They serve in a penultimate way as God’s (whether they recognize it or not) stewards of justice. So, we pay taxes (of various kinds) and extend honor for the sake of “fear” (justice’s sword is real) and for the sake of “conscience” (we know it’s the right thing to do). Short of God’s final justice, we turn to governing authorities, whose duty it is (vv. 4, 6) to enforce as much justice as they are able in this fallen and sin-sick world. 

Important implications of and qualifications to Paul’s endorsement of “the powers that be”:

· We shouldn’t be deluded as to what life would be like without governing authorities. As NTW observes: “Where authorized policing fails, or is felt to be failing, the authority vacuum is quickly filled, and the results are seldom happy” (NIB 10.723).
· Believers are given no warrant by Paul to claim that we are so much a part of Jesus’s “new creation” (Gal 6:15 & 2Co 5:17) that we can claim to embody in advance “the age to come” and thus live beyond the claims of governing authorities. It is interesting that Paul offers this teaching precisely at a moment in Roman history in which pagan Romans were debating whether and how it was legitimate for their government to tax them — Tacitus, Annals 13.50-51. 
· Governmental legitimacy resides neither in “the will of the few over the many” nor “the consent of the governed,” but in God — note that Paul refers to governing authorities as “God’s servant” (v. 4) and “ministers of God” (v. 6). They exist only to do his bidding, whether knowingly or unknowingly. In mature Christian thinking, this has always led to a distinction between responsible submission and blind obedience. 
In this passage Paul doesn’t speak to the question of what happens when “the persecutors” of 12:14 happen to be “the powers that be” of ch. 13. Does he speak to this anywhere? (How about Acts 16:19-40; 22:22-29; 23:1-5; 25:6-12?) What other biblical data are there for helping us to sort this out? (Joseph? Daniel?)

13:8-10 — Compare this passage with 2:16-29. Paul believed that Gentiles whose hearts have become circumcised (by virtue of faith in Christ and the indwelling of the Spirit — see 8:4) so live out the reality of which Torah spoke (God- and neighbor-love), that whereas Jewish unbelief/disobedience led to God’s name being blasphemed in the world (2:23; cf. Isa 52:5; Ezk 36:20), our lives embody the fulfillment of the Law: Love. Note the reserve of Paul’s understatement here: “Love does no wrong to a neighbor,” then catch him at his waxing-eloquent best at 1Co 13. 

How are we doing with this, by the way?

13:11-14 — In the grand scheme of things, we live in that exquisite moment when night is over and we’ve just caught a hint of light on the eastern horizon — we know it’s just a matter of time before sunrise itself. Paul says: “Time to get out of bed, and get ready for the fulness of day.” What’s that mean? 

Well, the life that at least appeared to be appropriate under the cover of dark (who’s old enough to remember Neil Diamond’s “Thank the Lord for the nighttime, forget the day”?) is something to be left behind. We’re to live — again, not beyond the penultimate claims of governing authorities, and certainly not beyond the claims of “what is noble in the sight of all” (12:17) — but in a sense, as if it were already fully day: 

· with 13:13-14’s negatives (not in reveling, drunkenness, debauchery, licentiousness, quarreling, and jealousy … thinking in advance about how to gratify the flesh), ...

· contrast 13:14’s and 14:17’s “putting on Christ” and “the Kingdom of God is … righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”  



Romans 14

Reminder: Flow of thought in chapters 12-16

· 12-13 — General instruction on how those who have been justified by faith should live by faith — or as NT Wright says: how the fellowship of faith should match the righteousness of faith

· 14:1-15:13 — Specific instruction on how to live out the faith across barriers of custom or tradition and ethnic or tribal identity

· 15:14-16:27 — Paul’s travel plans and his greetings to the Roman Christians

Closer look at the flow of thought in 14:1-15:13

· 14:1-12 — The “weak” and the “strong” in faith must welcome each other, allowing each other to be answerable to the Lord. 

· 14:13-23 — The “strong” have a special obligation to pursue “peace” and “the building up of one another” — to wit, the “strong” are to curb their liberty lest a brother or sister be “destroyed” or their own liberty (and indirectly the Giver of their liberty?) be “blasphemed.”  

15:1-13 — By welcoming each other across boundaries of custom & conscience, believers glorify the God who through Christ showed faithfulness to Israel and mercy to the Gentiles. 



14:1-12 — The “weak in faith” would be those who have not yet realized the full implications of faith in Christ. Paul and others have come to the settled conclusion that in Christ kosher laws have been set aside, marketplace meat (usually sacrificed ahead of time to pagan deities) may be eaten, and the Jewish calendar system has been relativized (compare, though the situations can’t be exactly analogous, Gal 4:8-11 & Col 2:16-23). The realization of Christ’s reclamation of God’s good creation makes these believers “strong in faith,” and that’s good. But not everybody has yet come to these conclusions — to Paul, those folks are “weak in faith.” 

The “strong” are tempted to “despise” the weak, that is to look on their conservative scruples with disdain — “You can’t drink wine because you had an alcoholic uncle? Puh-leeze!”  

The “weak” are tempted to “judge” the strong, that is to presume that their liberty can only lead to license — “You keep doing that, and at some point you cross a line.” 

What’s so intriguing about Paul’s posture?

· Though ethnic backgrounds and preferences are surely in the background, he will not let the discussion devolve into considerations of “blood & turf” — in other words, even though he has hammered the Jew/Gentile question over and over again throughout this letter, here he leaves it alone. In part that’s probably because the lines are never that neat — Paul himself, for instance, is a Jew who is “strong in faith”; one could well imagine there being Gentile Roman Christians who (maybe in a mild way, like the Galatians and the Colossians) were tempted to see kosher and the Jewish calendar as still being binding. I think mainly, though he doesn’t frame the question here in terms of Jew/Gentile  because he wants to make sure that these issues are thought through on the basis of Christian sensibilities, rather than any sort of appeal to “where I’m coming from” or “my people think this way.” Beginning with 12:1-2, he has been working at a radically “in Christ” way of reconfiguring life in community. What’s important now is the way Christ’s lordship reshapes everything. 


· It goes without saying that “getting along” is not an elective course in Paul’s curriculum. Walking away from each other is not an option. 
 

· Nor does Paul want them to put their “welcoming” of each other in “air quotes.” That is, you don’t let somebody in the door just so you can bash them (v. 1).


· Paul expects each person to work out the implications of the faith for himself or herself “before the Lord” — with the emphasis on the last phrase. Notice that between vv. 4 & 10, Paul uses the term “the Lord” nine times, and the verb “be lord” with reference to Jesus once (v. 9). Our whole being — life and death and everything between — is defined by the Lord. 


· Notice v. 4b: the Lord will approve of people of both kinds of persuasion, even though Paul thinks one side’s persuasion is more correct. (See the apostle’s teaching about Jesus enabling individuals to stand in v. 4 in relation to what Paul says about believers and the eschatological judgment at 2:14-16; 5:1-11; 2Co 5:9-10.)

14:13-23 — When there’s a moral impasse (that is, when people persist in disagreement), and when we’ve agreed that there’s no back door (that is, when neither side is going to walk away), who gives ground? For Paul, it’s easy: the “strong.” 

14:13-15 — Because we agree that Jesus is the Judge, we can let go of that role. What we can judge (notice the nice pun) is that we will not put something to stumble over (proskomma) or an enticement to sin (skandalon = a hunter’s trap) in somebody’s way. 

I need to realize that my conviction that, in Jesus (and only in Jesus), nothing is unclean in itself is accurate (see Mt 15:11, 17-20; Mk 7:18-19; Ac 10:15, 28; 11:9; Titus 1:15). Item “fill-in-the-blank” (here food & days) is objectively clean. However — it is only faith in Christ that makes it subjectively so for me (14:21).  This is a thought that is developed in v. 23: “whatever is not of faith is sin.” The objective and the subjective have to coalesce. As John Frame might put it: the situational (what’s true “out there”) and the existential (what’s true “in here, in my heart”) have to agree. 

If someone is not persuaded of something’s cleanness, yet by virtue of my example or as a result of my badgering, intimidating, shaming, or bullying them, they partake; then they have partaken of something unclean. I have led them to sin (v. 23). Paul goes so far as to say I have “destroyed” that person. Even if Paul’s language is (and I hope it is) hyperbolic, what I’ve done is not good. Despite my claim to enlightenment, I am not walking in love. As Paul taught in 1 Cor, it is never about my rights (ch. 9) — it is always about love (ch. 13).  

14:16 — Alternatively, I may be allowing something that God endorses to be wrongly cursed or spoken ill of (v. 16). This doesn’t seem like a big deal — and there may be occasions in which my actions should provoke — but Paul’s point here seems to be that God does not want good things needlessly to be defamed. He is about making all things new, not having his good creation be further diminished. 

14:17-19 

There are intriguing echoes here of Rom 5 & 6. 

Compare “Kingdom (basileia) of God” with Paul’s language of “ruling” (basileuein) in 5:12-12 — esp. the “reign of grace” (5:14, 17, 21; 6:12, 14). 

And notice how nicely what he says the Kingdom is about (14:17) answers to Rom 5:1-5: 

· “righteousness” (dikaiosune — “Since we have been justified [dikaiothenai] by faith” — 5:1a) and 
· “peace” (“we have peace with God through Jesus Chirst through whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand” — 5:1b-2b) and 
· “joy” (“and we boast [sometimes rendered ‘exult’ or ‘rejoice’] in the hope of the glory of God; not only this, but we boast in our afflictions, because … and hope does not put us to shame [usually rendered disappoint]” — 5:2c-5; see also the exultant boast at 5:11) 
· “in the Holy Spirit” (“because the love of God is poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit who was given to us” — 5:5) 
My deference is of a piece with what God is doing to reclaim and restore (Rom 5-8) the wreck of Rom 1-3. Pretty cool. Paul thought deeply — and probably slowly — about things that seem trivial and easily dismissed. 

Nice echoes too of Rom 12:1-2 — the mandate to prove the will of God, what is pleasing to him — we, the strong, do so by accommodating our Christian neighbor

14:20-21 — Sometimes the god-honoring and community-building thing is to own in silence a persuasion we know to be: a) perfectly pleasing to the Lord, and b) quite acceptable in another setting, just not the one we are called to. If my faith is truly “strong” I can be OK with this. I truly have to reckon with the damage I do to others if I cause them to live contrary to their convictions. 



How broadly applicable is the teaching of Rom 14 (and we’re not done, because the line continues in ch. 15)?

As you work through ch. 15, think about these things:

First, where does Paul act in such a way that it looks like this logic is in play? 

Second, where does Paul act in such a way that is looks like a different logic is in play?

Third, what are comparable issues for us? 

Conversely, fourth, what are issues where we have to draw firm lines? 



Romans 15

15:1-2 — Obligation lies with those with robust consciences:

· Recognize that those with conscientious scruples that come from weakness of faith are the way they are because they can’t help being the way they are — they are “powerless” (adunatos). What is needed is a strengthening of faith that we can’t force, and that only God can provide. (This is one reason for the motif of “hope” in this passage — see vv. 4, 13). 

· Support them (bastazein — see also Gal 6:2) — decidedly not merely put up with them.

· Not please ourselves — one can’t help but think of Paul’s prelude (not yet written) to the great “Christ Hymn” of Php 2:6-11; to wit, 2:4’s “looking not to your own interests…”

· Everybody (and especially, presumably, the strong) is to please his or her neighbor:

· NB: Doing what pleases your neighbor (in this case your Christian neighbor) is one of the ways you do what 12:2 had said to do.

· With an eye to “the good” (note, again, 12:2), and 

· With an eye to what “builds up” the community 

15:3 — Jesus’ cross-shaped life — here is one who, in a sublime understatement, did not please himself (see Mk 10:45). It’s as simple as — and as profound as — making the cruciform pattern of life one’s own. Jesus’ coming was substitutionary (3:20-26; 8:3) and exemplary (15:3 — and note also the “according to Christ Jesus” in v. 5). Though theological conservatives champion the former and theological liberals champion the latter, to make them an “either/or” is lethally anti-Christian. The exemplary pattern is just as rooted in the Christological portions of the OT (here Ps 69) as is the substitutionary (see Paul’s allusions to Isa 53 at the end of Rom 4). 

15:4 — Though it appears to be a throw away line, this verse is indicative of the way that Paul sees himself deriving the whole of his theology from the OT. Here the point is that not only do we need to love each other (which is what you might expect Paul to say by way of summary), but that we need a patience with each other and an encouraging posture towards one another that fits our understanding of the patience of God himself whose inexorable purposes are being unfolded in history — and the belief that the purpose he is working out is a good purpose (thus, “encouragement” rather than its opposite). I know that sentence was too long. Sorry. 

15:5-6 — This is the first time Paul has prayed for the Roman Christians since 1:9-10. This prayer for a common mind (“that you think the same thing”) for the sake of a common worship (“together with one voice”) is rather the point of the whole letter. And whether Paul knows he’s written a theological classic or not, he does know that only God can pull this off! 

15:7-13 — In the last paragraph of this section, Paul makes explicit the Jew/Gentile question that he has left implicit in this section (see my comments on 14:1-12). Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians, in their welcoming one another, embody the story of Christ’s welcoming of us (pretty much the story of Rom 1-11). 

15:7 — “for the glory of God” — note the way the paragraph bridges from worship (v. 7) and  ends in worship (v. 13) — see also the ends of chs. 8 & 11. Paul seems to think that profound truth leads to passionate worship. 

15:8-9 — The grammar of these verses is dense. The theological and pastoral points seem to be these:

· Christ has brought Israel’s story to a climax by using Israel as the vessel to bring mercy to the world

· Christ came as “servant to the circumcised” to show forth the truthfulness of the promise-keeping God — see 3:4,7. 

Pastoral implication: Gentile Christians should love and serve their Jewish Christian brethren and not despise their scruples. 


· Christ’s confirms God’s promises to Israel. But those promises were weren’t just for Israel herself, but for the nations; the promises envisioned a singular redemption for the whole of humanity through Israel, and Christ has brought it all to pass (Rom 9-11, esp. — but see also the tail end of ch. 3). 


Pastoral implication: Jewish Christians should give thanks for, and not judge, the liberty of conscience their new, formerly pagan, but now in-Christ kin bring to the reconstituted community of the Messiah. 

15:9-12 — It’s been Scripture’s story all along, so fittingly Paul closes with a catena of OT passages that envision Messiah bringing together in himself Jew & Gentile:

· 15:9 = Ps 18:50 — Jesus is the true Singer of David’s praise among the Gentiles (note the parallel between Heb 2:10 & Ps 22:22). 

· 15:10 = Dt 32:43 — Just as Rom 10 had indicated, Israel’s hope for covenant favor always lay in Christ, and always had Jew & Gentile united in Messiah in view.

· 15:11 = Ps 117:1 — The fact that Israel’s shortest psalm was a missionary psalm indicated that God had always envisioned a worldwide community of worship.

· 15:12 = Isa 11:10 — Wrapping back to Rom 1:3-4, Paul ends by reasserting Jesus’ Davidic rule over Jew & Gentile. 

NT Wright is worth quoting here:

This is the doxological correlate of justification by faith: the gathering of Gentiles into the one people of God, not by works of Torah but simply by faith in God’s saving action in the Messiah, results in united praise. This, in other words, is where what appear to many exegetes as two different themes in Rom 3:21-31 (God’s saving action in Jesus’ death resulting in justification by faith, on the one hand, and the coming together of Jew and Gentile on the other) are finally revealed as one and the same. This was what the Messiah’s servant work was about all along (NIB 10.748-479).

15:13 — Clustering of significant themes: God is a God of hope … fills us with joy and peace in believing … power of the Holy Spirit (ch 8) — we abound in hope. Hope dominates because God has begun something that only he can pull off in the end. 



15:14-24 — Paul’s further plans: to Rome, then Spain

15:25-33 — Meanwhile, he’s on the way to Jerusalem with a collection (vv. 25-29), for which he could use the Romans’ prayer (vv. 30-33)


15:14-16 — Paul hasn’t written because he thinks the Romans are dense, but rather because he’d like them to put the understanding of Christ’s work which they already have into the broader framework of what God has called him to do: bring Gentiles into the priestly service of God (i.e., a subtle message to Rome’s Gentile believers: you’re not a “new religion,” and you may not break off from your Jewish roots). 

15:17-21 — Paul explains the nature of his particular, Isaianic (15:21 = Isa 52:15) call to plant church-planting churches (Ephesus would be a good example) from Jerusalem to Illyricum (the west coast of the Balkans) … 

15:22 — … just so he can explain why it’s taken him so long to get to Rome. He’s been kinda busy. 

15:23-24 — Even though he’s finally getting to come to Rome (see 1:10-13), Paul doesn’t see Rome itself as his final destination. One of the reasons, in fact, he’s looking to unite believers in Rome around his gospel is so they can support him in his plans for Spain.

15:25-33 — Meanwhile, he is on the way to Jerusalem with a collection for the poor among the saints there — and he wants the Romans’ prayers:

· first, that Jerusalem unbelievers would be thwarted in their plans to harm him (15:31a) 

· second, that Jerusalem Christians would “get it” (15:31b)

The collection itself (pretty much Paul’s preoccupation during the whole of the 3rd missionary journey — see esp. 2Co 8-9) is an exercise in the kind of “welcoming” theology Paul has been outlining and commending to the Roman believers. The larger theological canvas across which Paul is painting can be seen in OT passages that envision the nations bringing their tribute to a restored Israel — Isa 2:2-4; 60:6-7, 11; Mic 4:13. Paul’s Gentile believers are signaling the recognition of the blessing that is now theirs because of God’s faithfulness to Israel. Paul hopes Jewish believers will see the endtimes phenomenon that they are participating in: God’s reconstitution of his people, and, as he will explain in Eph 2, his building a new temple. 

Paul understands that it’s not a sure thing that folks in Jerusalem will “get it.” In fact, the scenario did not play out exactly as Paul had hoped — fortuitously, we have as a result some even deeper reflections on Christ’s cosmic reign (Php 2; Col, in toto) and the unity of the church (Eph, in toto) than we might otherwise have had. 



Romans 16



Greetings to Rome

Paul wrote two letters to cities he had never visited: Colosse & Rome. In both cases he closed with extended greetings. First, he appears to be trying to build his own relationship with the Christians in these cities. Second, at least in the case of Rome, he appears to be trying to bring scattered Christians together “in the Lord” or “in Christ” (note that one or the other of these phrases occurs 10 times in the 23 verses of greetings — Rom 16:3, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12 [twice], 13, and 22). 

16:1-2 — Phoebe — most commentators believe she was the bearer of the letter from Paul. 

· “Sister” 

· “Deacon” (as in Php 1:1; 1Tm 3:8-13) or “minister” (such as himself, 1Co 3:5; 2Co 3:6; 6:4) or “servant” (like Christ, Rom 15:8; or governmental authorities, Rom 13:4)

· … “of the church in Cenchrea” — Corinth’s wealthy port city on the Aegean (eastern) side of the Corinthian isthmus. Paul writes the letter to the Romans from Corinth, and has apparently assigned this sister with the task of bringing the letter to the Romans. 

· “Benefactor” … of many, not least of which is Paul himself — benefactors were people of high status and wealth, often of high rank as well. The term (prostatis) means “one who stands before” — we can only guess what her actual role in Paul’s and the Cenchrean church’s life was, but there’s no doubt that Paul considered her a leader of her congregation, and a trustworthy delegate on his behalf. The combination of “benefactor” with “deacon” recalls 12:8 (“if it is to lead [proistasthai], do it diligently”) and 12:7 (“if it is in serving [diakonia], then serve”), and may point to financial leadership and support (Ac 12:25; Rom 15:25,31; 2Co 8:4;9:1). 

· Contrast the fact that Paul “commends” her to the Romans (who do not know her and have never met Paul) with his refusal to submit to the Corinthians’ demand for “letters of recommendation” (who do know him, and in fact who had become Christians through him). He has a keen feel for when and how to employ social conventions. 

16:3-5a — Prisca & Aquila. 

· Compare “Aquila” then “Priscilla” at Ac 18:2-3; 1Co 16:19 — Paul shares the tentmaking trade, accepts their hospitality; they host a house church

· With “Priscilla” then “Aquila” here and at Ac 18:26; 2Tm 4:19 — in Acts 18:26 her name is listed first when it is a matter of taking Apollos aside and straightening him out on his teaching. And here where Paul calls the couple his “fellow workers in Christ Jesus” he mentions her first as well. We wish we knew if Paul had something specific in mind when he says they “stuck their necks out for him” and thereby evoked thanksgiving not only from Paul himself, but from “all the churches of the Gentiles.” 

Paul greets various individuals and clusters of believers — 

· Epainetus (v. 5) — the first convert in Asia Minor (note 1Co 16:15, where Paul gives the same honor to southern Greece’s first convert, Stephanas) — I’m reminded of Paul’s “boasting” and the motive of “love of honor” behind his gospel-preaching on virgin soil at 15:20. Worth pondering how he (and we?) can be like this — maybe call it “Christ-proud”? See other places — e.g., 1Th 2:19; Php 4:1.

· Mary (v. 6) — an exceedingly popular Jewish name (a Hellenizing of “Miriam”) and Greek name (the feminine form of “Marius”) — that she “labors” (kopiazein), and that “very hard for you” means she too is a co-laborer in the gospel

· Andronicus & Junia (v. 7) — a Jewish man and woman, perhaps a couple. Though masked in some manuscripts and translations, the latter is a woman, not a man. They may be well known “to the apostles,” or they may be well known “among the apostles,” that is, they may be (like Barnabas) early witnesses to the resurrection (see 1Co 9:1; 15:6; Acts 1:22) and missionaries (that is “sent ones” — “apostles” with a small “a” rather than a capital “A”). We wish we could know for sure. 

· Ampliatus, Urbanus, Stachys, Apelles (vv. 8-10a) — all of these are common slave names that show up with varying frequency among slaves in the emperor’s household. Note that Paul marks each with an honorific phrase. Reminds me of when I would write notes to my Little League players at the end of the season, trying to note one or two unique contributions each had made. 

· “those who are of Aristobulus” (v. 10b). This is an exceptionally rare name. We know from Josephus that Herod Agrippa had a brother by this name, whom he took with him to Rome as a hostage, and who died in A.D. 48 or 49 (Josephus Antiquities 18.273-76; Jewish War 2.221). Paul may very well be — probably is — referring to members of this infamous family who had become believers.

· Herodian (v. 11) — The way one would have gotten a name like this is to have been a member (and likely in the service) of one of the families of the Herods. This is the only record of this name in Rome. 

· “those who are of Narcissus” — Narcissus is the name of a well-known freedman in Claudius’s household (the emperor just before Nero). He gained such popularity that after Claudius his master died, Nero forced him to commit suicide for fear he would not be able to consolidate his own position (Tacitus Annals 31.1; Cassius Dio Roman Histories 60.34). Again, it would appear that the faith had taken hold in this socially well (if unfortunately) placed Roman household. 

· Tryphena, Tryphosa, and Persis (v. 12) — Tryphena & Tryphosa (sisters? — their names are from the same Greek root and mean “dainty”) are names also found among imperial slaves — Persis suggests an origin in Persia (also a slave?) — Paul notes their labor in the Lord.

· Rufus — a tantalizing name — see Mk 15:21, where Simon of Cyrene is called “the father of Alexander and Rufus,” probably someone well known to believers in Rome, from where most think Mark wrote his gospel at Peter’s behest. Note the special honor Paul gives him and his mother. This is highly suggestive of how tightly knit — and how connected to the life and story of Jesus himself — the broader Christian community was in the first century. 

· Most commentators suggest the 5 names in v. 14 represent the principals in one house church, and the 5 names in v. 15 the principals in a second house church. 

A note I don’t know where else to put: in 16:1-16 Paul mentions 27 individual believers: 10 women and 17 men.  It is probably worth paying attention to the way that Paul especially stresses his appreciation for how hard the women work in the church. He commends the efforts of 7 of the 10 women (Phoebe, Prisca, Mary, Junia, Tryphaena, Tryphosa, Persis, Rufus) and  5 of the 17 men he names (Aquila, Andronicus, Urbanus, Apelles, and Rufus). Is he putting into practice his own teaching that we are to invest with greater honor those parts of the body we think are less honorable (1Co 12:23)? I think so. 
16:16a — The kiss of peace. As early as we can tell, Christians included a “kiss of peace” or “holy kiss” in their worship. The term “kiss,” by the way, is philema (phile- = “friendship” or “affection” + -ma = “something that is the result of”). See 1Co 16:20; 2Co 13:12; 1Th 5:26; 1Pt 5:14; Justin Martyr Apology 1.65. 

· Ponder NTW’s: “Christian fellowship must be embodied.” 

· The first lesson I was taught about coaching Little League: “Every day make sure you get to each player, put a hand on his shoulder, look him in the eye and say something like, ‘I’m glad you’re on my team.’”

16:16b — A greeting from “all the churches of Christ.” 


A Warning 

16:17-20 — There are holy kisses (v. 16), and there are unholy kisses. Likewise, there are true and gentle words that maintain the unity of the faith and of the assembly; however, there are also untrue but “fair and flattering words” that undermine Christian truth and Christian fellowship. Before he signs off, Paul warns against the latter. This is sort of like my wife’s parting words to her sons everyday before sending them off to school: “Make good decisions.”  

From Rom 14-15 we find that Paul is willing to allow dissent within the community over some things — in fact, his refusal to provide definitive answers on them indicates that he thinks “love” is truer than pedantic precision. However, when it comes to denial of the foundational, core truths of Christianity (“the teaching that you have learned”), Paul brooks no compromise. He presupposes the Romans’ basic grasp of these truths (“your obedience is known to all” — see also v. 26) — he has written merely to give distinctive shape to what they already know and believe.  

16:19 — To the foundational truths they already embrace they need to add the kind of discerning wisdom that Jesus had commended: “wise as serpents, gentle as doves” (Mt 10:16). And see already 15:14.

16:20 — For parallel ideas, see Lk 10:17-19; Rev 12:10-11. Paul offers an intriguing blessing that recalls God’s promise in the Garden of Eden that Eve’s seed would bruise Satan’s head. The final fulfillment of that promise will be even stronger, the crushing of Satan himself under the feet of the redeemed. It is profitable to meditate on the ways that Paul thinks about our situation as a “new creation” in Christ:

· We are beneficiaries of the Last Adam’s obedience (Ro 5:12-21; 1Co 15)

· We, like Eve, are susceptible to deception (2Co 11:3), and must be on our guard against the one who disguises himself as “an angel of light” (2Co 11:14)

· Despite the danger around us (and within us?), God will make us ultimately victorious (Ro 16:20; remember 5:17; 8:37-39) — Jesus will return, and we will judge angels (1Co 6:3)

Greetings from Others 

· Timothy — a convert during the 1st Missionary Journey, and since the beginning of the 2nd Missionary Journey, Paul’s traveling companion; in time, Timothy became one of Paul’s most trusted delegates (see 1Tm & 2Tm)

· 3 Fellow countrymen

· Tertius, Paul’s scribe (the technical term is amanuensis)

· Gaius, Paul’s and indeed the whole Corinthian church’s host — an indication of the bite to Paul’s reminder to the Corinthians: “God chose the nobodies (ta me onta)” at 1Co 1:28. 

· Erastus, city treasurer, probably the same Erastus who was to become somewhere in the mid-1st century an aedile of Corinth, who earned this office by paving a road at his own expense (the inscription of which was discovered in 1929 — other than 1 Cor and this inscription, this name is unattested in Corinth).  Aediles in Corinth were the second ranking officials (like a vice-mayor) and their responsibilities were: maintaining and overseeing public places and the grain supply.  

Doxology

16:25-27 — These verses are too easy to pass over too quickly. Masterfully, they summarize Paul’s theological themes, pastoral program, and doxological heart. 

“To the one who is able to strengthen you” — Paul has been all about God’s power from the outset. The gospel is “the power of God for salvation to all who have faith” (Rom 1:16) — it is God’s power to justify (“the just by faith, shall live”) and to sanctify (“the just, by faith shall live”). Especially as the good news of Jesus Christ — his death for our sins and his exaltation as Lord — has been revealed to Paul (“my gospel” — see also Rom 2:16), it means that when the worst truths about us are revealed on judgment day, we will stand — and not just stand, but boast (see Rom 2:6-16 & 5:1-11), because, after all, “if God is for us, who can be against” (Rom 8:31)? 

“… according to the revelation of the mystery kept secret for long ages but now … made known” — see esp. Rom 3:21-26. For centuries, God had been concentrating the ugliest of sinfulness in Israel’s pattern of rebellion-repenantance-restoration (4:15; 5:20; 7:8-11) while also picturing redemption from sin in the annual sacrifices where he had been “passing over” sin without actually punishing it (3:25). Now, in that redemption (payment to release from sin’s slavery) that is available in Christ Jesus, justice has finally been exacted — God has become just and justifier. 

“manifest now through the prophetic writings” — Paul’s gospel is not a revelation of a new “God of love” (as Marcion would teach in Rome in the middle of the 2nd century!), but a fulfilling of the ancient Scriptures’ account of Israel’s “God of justice and love.” 

Jesus’s story is Adam’s story (Rom 5:12-21). Jesus’s story is Abraham’s story (Rom 4). Jesus’s story is Moses’ story (3:21-26; chs. 6-8 — from the exodus to the law to the promised land). Jesus’s story is David’s story (Rom 1:3-4; 15:9). Read the second half of Isaiah, and you feel like you’re reading the introduction to Romans (see especially Isa 53:5,12 and Rom 4:24-25 — at least 24 times, Paul quotes or alludes to Isa 40-66). 

“… according to the command of God is made known to all nations…” — The founding promise to Abraham was that through him, all the nations would be blessed (Gen 12). God has shown himself faithful to this promise through the ironic way he sent his Son to be rejected then raised, and to have his rule proclaimed and acknowledged among the Gentiles (see 15:16).

“… for an obedience of faith…” — See, again, Rom 1:5,8; 10:16; 11:23, 30-31; 15:18; 16:19. 

“… to the only wise God” (Paul is a stubbornly Jewish monotheist) “through Jesus Christ” (who has adjusted his monotheism to include Jesus Christ as Lord in the same way God the Father is Lord) — see above on Rom 9:5; a theme that is more explicit in 10:9-13 than I made it in my notes … my bad … but notice the way that Jesus becomes Yahweh at Rom 10:13’s quote of Joel 3:5 (LXX), “Every one who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” The doctrine of incarnation is exceedingly strong in Romans — see 1:3-4; 5:6-11; 8:3-4; 9:5; 10:5-13; 14:1-12. 

“… be glory forever! Amen!” — With the letter to the Romans, Paul’s writings begin to take on an exceptionally doxological cast (see esp. the letter to the Ephesians). But for now, note how worship keeps bubbling to the surface in Romans — 5:1-11; 8:31-39; 11:33-12:1; 15:5-6, 9-11. 

This doxology is a fitting conclusion for him — and a fitting beginning point for us … 
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