Portrait of a Church

Romans 16

Northlake is participating in many wonderful works in our community.  One of these works is with NETWorks.  You will find a report in the Link this morning about this ministry.  We participate in several ways with NETWorks.  First, we make a financial commitment each year.  Second, we partner with NETWorks by providing clothing through a referral service.  Our Clothing Cottage helped over 100 families through connections with NETWorks.  Of course, that is only a fraction of the total families served by the Clothing Cottage.  Third, we help staff NETWorks office with volunteers one day each month.  Holly Duncan, who provides leadership for our activity with NETWorks, tells me that we could use some more volunteers.  

So I am saying that if you have a heart for serving people in need and could give just two or three hours a month, then speak to Holly.

It is people like Holly, that I think about when I hear 1 Corinthians 12.  Of course, I also think of Lori Warren, or John Clinebell, or Shayne and Jessica Adair, or Bob and Jean Finney, or Kay Bryant and Shannon Crane.  I think of the many people at Northlake who are members of the this particular expression of the body of Christ who use their gifts in a remarkable breadth of ways in order that we might be a faithful embodiment of God’s love to the world.

Though we are many, we are one.  And Paul, here in this Corinthian correspondence, connects the oneness of the body and the breadth of the gifts of the each person to baptism.  “For in one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and were all made to drink of one Spirit” (1 Cor 12.13).

Our baptism into Jesus Christ ushered us into a community that is formed and shaped by God’s Spirit.  And the gift of the Spirit, God’s remarkable blessing, is that God uses us in widely divergent ways to declare His presence in the world.

It makes me wonder what a church looked like in the first century.  Who were the people that were instrumental in leading the church’s ministry in Corinth or in other early churches?  What were their names?  What did they do?  If God is actively giving people gifts to serve, how were men and women using those gifts in the earliest church?

So I began to look.  In the Corinthian correspondence, I couldn’t find much.  Much of Paul’s words to the Corinthians was challenging and critical.  But then I remembered that Paul does speak at some length to some key people in the church at Rome.  And I thought what might I discover if I look at Paul’s list of those people.  What I found was quite interesting.

Though Paul has not yet been to Rome, he knows many of the people who are involved heavily in the church’s leadership and life.  And, perhaps because he hopes to come that way soon, he addresses this collection of people, knowing that it would be important to acknowledge their influence in the church’s ministry in Rome.

Rome was a remarkable place.  The capital of the empire, the center of power, the focus of political will and military might, Rome stood in the very center of the world.  Here in this bustling, large, urban center, we find glimpses of the ministry leaders of an early church.

For us, from our own urban setting in one of the major cities of the world, what might we learn about the complexion of ministry and the key people involved in ministry?  Let’s take a look at this remarkable list in Romans 16.

Phoebe

Two key terms are used to describe Phoebe’s work that need to be explored.  She is called a servant/deacon and a patron.

A. Patron (prostavtiß) Who is a patron in the ancient world?

First, it involves the reciprocal exchange of goods and services.  Secondly, to distinguish it from a commercial transaction in the marketplace, the relationship must be a personal one of some duration.  Thirdly, it must be asymmetrical, in the sense that the two parties are of unequal status and offer different kinds of goods and services in the exchange—a quality which sets patronage off from friendship between equals.  –Richard Saller, “Patronage and Friendship in Early Imperial Rome: Drawing the Distinction,” as quoted in Walters.

Though not recognized early critical scholarship, the work of the past fifty years or so has offered a number of clear indicators about the significant role that women patrons offered to Greco-Roman society.  In fact, Dunn argues that patron or protector is a good rendering and notes/contrasts the more radical suggestion of Swidler who suggests “leader or ruler.”  Well attested in epigraphical and papyrological evidence that men and women were well recognized in the Greco-Roman world (as well within the Jewish world) for their role as provider/ protector to various clubs, associations, organizations, and individuals.

For example:  Junia Theodora of Corinth.  Junia Theodora was the patron of Lycians who lived in Corinth in the middle of the first century.  An inscription found in 1954 gives us this description:

In the fourth year, under the priest Dionysphanes, . . . the council and people of Telemessos decreed. . .: since Iunia Theodora, a Roman, a benefactress of the greatest loyalty to the Lycian federation and our city has accomplished numerous benefits for the federation and our city. . . welcomes in her own house Lycian travelers and our citizens . . . supplying them with everything; displaying her patronage of those who are present . . . her own love of fame and assiduousness: it is decreed that our city in its turn testify to her according to her deserts; by good fortune it pleases the demos of Telmessos to give honour and praise for all the above reasons to the above-mentioned Iunia Theodora and to invite her, living with the same intentions, to always be the author of some benefit towards us, well knowing that in return our city recognizes and will acknowledge the evidence of her goodwill.   Inscription published in the Bulletin de correspondence hellénique, as quoted by Walters.

Other forms of the word only strengthens an understanding of the significance that Phoebe played in the church in Cenchrea.  The verbal form of the word, proivsthmi, occurs in two places—I Thessalonians 5.12 and Romans 12.8.    It is important to keep in mind this kind of leading is a focus on pastoral care—work done with “affection.”  Nor is it some sort of formal office that is being described (Malherbe, 89-90).

Undoubtedly, Phoebe played an important role as Christianity spread across the empire. Patrons like Phoebe utilized their resources and networks to enhance the work of missionaries and churches.  As John Elliot states:

This rapid expansion was due in no small part to the social networks which its (Christianity’s) members ‘worked’ for personal advantage as well as for the good of the movement: protection, material support, legal aid, hospitality, opportunities for employment and trade, places for assembly and worship.”  As quoted by Walters.

B. Deacon/Servant (diakonos)  masculine term here and elsewhere in the New Testament.

Two uses of the term.

1. General use –servant or minister.  See 1 Cor. 3.5; 2 Cor. 3.6, 6.4, 11.15, 23.  Walters notes the term is used for civil magistrates (Rom 13.4) and for Christ (Romans 15.8).

2. Specialized use –persons serving some specified function within the life of a congregation.  See Phil. 1.1 and 1 Tim. 3.8-13.

Which grouping does Phoebe fall into?

· She is a patron

· She may be the letter carrier; however that really isn’t sufficient ( remember Tychikos, see Eph. 6.21)

Consider the phrase “of the church in Cenchrea.”

· Quite specific. Paul’s use of the participle (oJusan) and the limiting phrase “of the church in Cenchrea” point to a special, recognized function Phoebe played there.  “It is much more natural, particularly in view of the way in which paul formulates his thought, to understand it as referring to a definite office.  We regard it as virtually certain that Pheobe is being described as ‘a (or possibley ‘the’) deacon’ of the church in question.”  Cranfield (2.781)

· Paul would have more likely used other terms to describe Pheobe if he were speaking a general way about her service.  For example, Rom. 15.25 or 1 Cor. 16.15.  Both references demonstrate general service or ministry to a group of people.

So if Phoebe was a deacon, what did she do?

· Was she a precursor of deaconesses that emerged in the second century? Maybe, but we can’t draw any conclusions.

· Did she minister to women only?  Paul says served the church.

· Whatever the deacons were doing in Philippi, Phoebe was doing in Cenchrea (paraphrase of C. H. Dodd, as quoted by Walters).

Remember that for Paul ministry is not based on offices, it is based on spiritual gifts!

Prisca (or Priscilla) and Aquila

Prisca and Aquila, likely a well-to-do couple engaged in business

· Traveled extensively

· Likely, in A. D. 49, left their business in Rome in hands of trusted slaves, made their way to Corinth and then to Ephesus.  Perhaps they started branch offices?

· Returned to Rome (Claudius died in A. D. 54) and were prominent in the church there (first on this list of greetings)

· Provided regular and extensive hospitality to Paul and perhaps to Apollos (Acts 18.2-3, 26)

· Whenever they were, this couple used their home as a meeting place for believers 16.5, also 1 Cor. 16.19).  To do so would have meant a person of great means.

· Well known to “all the churches of the Gentiles.”

Noteworthy:

· Risked their necks.  Used wealthy/social position for Jesus.

· Paul’s co-workers (suvnergouvß).  Paul uses this term regularly to describe his associates (16.9, 21; 1 Cor. 3.9; 2 Cor. 1.24; 8.23; Phil 2.25; 4.3; Col 4.13 etc.) A co-worker is “one who labors together with Paul as commissioned by God at the shared ‘work’ of mission preaching.”  Dunn 2.892.

· Prisca is mentioned first.  Likely, she is more engaged in ministry and/or held higher social status.  Dunn 2.892.  See also Bauer/Arndt/Gingrich, Greek-English Lexicon, 701.

Epaenetus

Gentile; his place near the head of the list indicates prominence. He had taken the bold step of aligning himself with this strange group of people called Christians.  Thus, as the first convert of Asia, he carried an important story to others.

Mary


Likely Jewish, Mary is a energetic laborer for the Roman church.  The word used here (kopiavw) is the same that Paul uses to describe his own hard work.  See 1 Cor. 15.10, Gal. 4.11; Phil 2.16; Col 1.29.  Mary gives much to doing whatever it takes for the good of the church.

Adronicus and Junia

To be an apostle is something great.  But to be outstanding among the apostles—just think what a wonderful song of praise that is!  They were outstanding on the basis of their words and virtuous actions.  Indeed, how great the wisdom of this women must have been that she was even deemed worth of the title of apostle.  –John Chrysostom (d. 407) as quoted by Walters.

Is Junia a woman?

· Early church believed her to be.

· Plenty of cases of the female name Junia appearing in ancient literature; not one example of the supposed male name Junias.

Why the switch?

· Here is the way they look in the greek:  Iounian    kaiv  Iounivan  masculine and feminine.

· In the textual tradition, as texts were passed down the name came to be marked so as to make in masculine.  Thus, in most modern translations, it shows up as masculine Junias, and not feminine, Junia.

· Accent marking is not original; rather it was added on as we get into the Byzantine era.

Adronicus and Junia was noted as being outstanding among the apostles.  What are apostles?  Four distinct groups can be identified in the New Testament.

1. The original Twelve who followed Jesus.

2. Persons who had seen the risen Lord and been commissioned by Him (1 Cor. 9.1; 15.1-11)

3. Person sent out by a particular church to perform specific tasks (2 Cor 8.23; Phil 2.25; Acts 14.14)

4. More generally, persons who engaged in church planting, labor and suffering for the gospel.

Adronicus and Junia, husband and wife or perhaps brother and sister? were likely a part of the group spoken of in 1 Corinthians 15. 

What else do we know?

· They are Jewish Christians

· They have suffered for the gospel

· They have been in Christ longer than Paul.

Ampliatus

Common slave name in Rome, loved.

Urbanus

Common slave name; inscription evidence indicates that he was likely attached to the emperor’s household.

Noted as co-worker, like Priscilla and Aquilla.

Stachys

Name is frequent in inscriptions in the imperial household

Apelles

Jewish name—Hellenistic Jew

Respect, perhaps because of some great trial that Apelles has endured

Aristobulus

Though a common name, some plasusibility that this is the grandson of Herod the Great and brother to Agrippa 1.  According to Josephus, he retured to Rome as a private citizen.  Though he dieed n the late 40’s his family—household==would have been known as “the household of Aristobulus.”

Herodian

Jewish name, perhaps a freedman of Herod’s family (a freedman often took the name of the patron’s family).

Narcissus

Common greek name.  Interestingly, there was a prominent freedman in the 50’s named Narcissus.  He had a large household; later he was put to death during the reign of Nero.

Tryphaena and Tryphosa

Sisters?

Probably freedwomen having a degree of independence

Fairly common names

Hard workers, like Mary

Dainty and Delicate

Persis

Popular slave name

Hard worker

Rufus

Latin name, perhaps son of Simon of Cyrene (Mark 15.21)

Chosen for a particular task. . . . a task we would like to know but alas is not known—at least to us.

Rufus’ mother.

Known and loved by Paul

Asyncritus, Phlegon, Hermes, Patrobas, Hermas, et al.

A house church

Philologus, Julia, Nereus, his sister, and Olympas, et. al.

Julia common name in the imperial  household.  All names are Greco-roman. 

Several speculate that this is a house church of imperial slaves meeting in off hours together.

Some Observations:

1. Diverse ethnically.  A few Jews, but many Roman and gentile people

2. Diverse economically.  Many slaves, a few freedmen, and a few influential people.

3. Diverse gender—both women and men are named and acknowledged for the work and ministerial leadership in the church’s life.

1 Corinthians 12.4-11

For us at Northlake:

1. Rejoice in the wide variety of ministries and ministry leaders.

2. Continue to keep Paul’s metaphor in mind; everyone has gifts that contribute to the witness of the one body to God’s love for the world.

3. Remember that God is the one at work in all of this.  God who

a. Assures us of pardon

b. Reconciled us to himself

c. Fathered us into his family through a new birth

d. Commissioned us to participate in His kingdom

4. All of this comes through water and Spirit, water and blood, participation in the death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus.

5. We are a baptized people, altered and shaped and called by God.

Questions:

1. Will we acknowledge the Spirit and gifts of God in our brothers and sisters?

2. Will we use our gifts more fully for the sake of the church’s witness to the world?

3. Will we seek, with our all our being, to see the love of God fully demonstrated by our community, the baptized people at Northlake?

Ministry leadership

· Holly and NETWorks

· Lori Warren,   and our Children’s Bible Hour

· John Clinebell and the grounds of our 23 acre campus

· Cindy Hayes and 

· Wayne Tincher or Jerry and Faye Hardiman—Teachers

· Shayne and Jessica Adair—hosting a small group, hosting Keenagers

· Cyndi Anderson
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