TEXT: Romans 16:1-2PRIVATE 


This sermon brings us to the fifteenth part of that series titled "Women of the New Testament".  And of the many interesting women studied, none are more so than the woman of this text, Phoebe.  Her example, when received, will broaden the narrow mind of some, and excite all of us to greater activity in Christ's Church.


The first thing to notice about her is this: She was a servant.  "I commend to you Phoebe, our sister, who is a servant of the church in Cenchrea".  The word, "servant" appears 30 times in the New Testament, and often in surprising ways.  Sometimes it is translated "minister" (and is applied to Paul and Timothy).  Other times, it comes out "deacon".  Does this mean, then, that Phoebe was an officer in the church?  I think not.  She surely wasn't an elder (for this would require teaching and ruling).  Nor is it likely that she was a "deaconess", as this office is nowhere to be found in the Bible.    


Why not take the word for what it is?  Phoebe was a servant.  She served "the church in Cenchrea", became "a helper of many" and even proved useful to Paul himself.  The service she rendered the Lord's people required something of her:


1.
It called for humility.  Ministers and deacons often think of themselves as "commanders and receivers".  But this is a grave mistake: we are servants.  Not your lords, but--as Paul puts it elsewhere--"yokefellows"--not the master whipping his ox, but rather a beast himself, coming alongside and helping to pull the plow.  And if this is so of pastors and deacons, it's equally true of other Christians.  We must serve one another.  And that means humility.  The example of Christ is binding here: "Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus...who made Himself of no reputation...but came in the form of a servant".  


2.
This "serving of others" also requires initiative on your part.  Most Christians don't feel comfortable "mooching" (money, time, advice, or anything else).  Thus, to serve others effectively, you have to do more than be accessible; you must become sensitive.  See a need and meet it, instead of waiting to be begged.  This initiative can be carried too far (i.e., when you become a busybody); but that's the least of our problems.  Not many of us have to repent of being "too sensitive to the needs of others or too quick to meet them".  Too uninterested and too slow is more common by far.  


3.
But most of it, it takes love for one another.  "Christ loved the church and gave Himself for it".  Phoebe sought to imitate her Savior.  And so should we.  


"For her my tears shall fall,


For her my prayers ascend;


To her my cares and toils be giv'n,


Till toils and cares shall end".


Phoebe, then was "a servant of the church".  I wish that I and you would think of ourselves as such, too.  If we did, then certain things would follow:


1.
No one would feel useless; but quite the opposite, fulfilled: "This is my commandment that you serve one another that your joy may be full".  


2.
Our needs would be met.  When "every joint supplies and every part does it share" the church "is edified and grows in love".  


3.
Jesus would be glorified.  "By this shall all men know that you are my disciples, that you have love one for another".  


Second, what did Phoebe do in her service for the church?  Here, modesty must control speculation.  But we can be sure of this much: it wasn't "teaching or usurping authority over men".  For these ministries are forbidden to women.  


This understanding puts us at odds with many church-goers (many of whom are well-meaning Christians).  But we don't apologize for it or feel the least embarrassment.  Women should not occupy these roles in church.  "It is a shameful thing for a woman to speak in church".  


This good idea (like others) may be "run amok".  Some Christians deny women any service outside the home.  Anything she tries to do in the church is thought "pushy" and "out-of-place".  But can this attitude be maintained in the light of Scripture?  No.  Phoebe is called "a servant of the church"--and praised for it!  Elsewhere, Paul speaks well of single women as "caring for the things of the Lord" (and plainly outside the home).  Lydia, too is an example, of one who reached beyond her domestic circle to do the Lord's people good.  But if someone responds, "this applies only to single women", all I can say is this: "Prove it!".  


Surely the "every joint and every part" referred to in Ephesians 4 cannot exclude wives and mothers, could it?  Yet these same women are doing something for the church--and not just their husbands and children.


What then should godly women do for their church?  Briefly: whatever they can consistent with their personal and domestic duties.  This means that she cannot neglect her own soul to help others, nor leave her family hungry, naked, and lonely, in order to minister to the church.  But as long as she can meet her other responsibilities, she is free--even commanded--to "edify the body of Christ".  


We husbands can help them in this.  It would be no great sacrifice to lower your demands, would it?  It wouldn't hurt you to babysit once in a while, to cook a meal or two, to clean the house now and then?  Are these unreasonable burdens if they would free your wife to serve the Lord's people?  I doubt it.  


Thirdly, you'd do well to observe the value of Phoebe's service to the church.  It's sometimes thought that the only worthwhile ministry conducted in the church is preaching.  And since women can't preach, what they do is of little or no value.  But Paul begs to disagree!  


He says that Phoebe's service is so important, that the church at Rome ought to: "receive her in the manner worthy of the saints" (i.e., as a holy one doing God's business); "to assist her in whatever she has need of you".  Then he goes so far as to call this woman his "helper".  That is a high calling!  


And it's not that he is partial to Phoebe (or sweet on her).  He says the same thing about other women, too.  He urges Timothy to "help those women who labored with me in the Gospel" (i.e., Euodia and Syntyche).  The same is said about Priscilla, who along with her husband were Paul's "fellow workers in Christ Jesus".  


Paul, therefore, was not the "woman-hater" he is so often made out to be.  He recognized the value of their labor and praised it to the high heavens.  And so should we.  This means that we men have to:


1.
Get "unstuck-up".  Some men won't hear a woman out; think that they are out of place to even say something to him.  But this is preposterous.  We must "consider one another (not just those of the same sex) to provoke unto love and good works". 


2.
Recognize and appreciate their ministries.


3.
Thank them for their good works, help them if need be, and encourage them to more of the same.  


The life of Phoebe can be applied with ease:


For women, it means at least this much:


1.
As a church member, you have responsibilities to your church.  They correspond to your gifts and opportunities.  Take them seriously.  


2.
Become more efficient at home so that you will have the needed opportunities.  Paul commands men to work hard, live frugally, and save money, so that they "will something to give to those who are in need".  The same can be applied to wives/mothers.  If you work harder or smarter around the home, you will be able to better "assist the church".  


3.
Look to God for your reward.  These "quiet ministries" are often unnoticed in the church--and maybe even despised.  This can become most discouraging.  But only if you look horizontally for your reward.  Look to God, and "you will in no wise lose your reward".  


For men, Phoebe's example requires--as I said earlier--a little grace on your parts: recognize, thank, and encourage your wife, your daughters, and other women to "exercise themselves unto godliness"--and not just "unto you".  


Children, too have a part:


1.
Help your mothers to be better servants of the church by becoming mature and responsible.  This means that you will require less of her time, so that she might share some with others.


2.
Help her around the house.  Sacrifice some of your time so that she may use her's to do others some good.  One of the most common problems with kids--especially teenagers--is "boredom".  A little housework or cooking will solve that problem fast!  


3.
For you daughters: "Notice women who walk in this way"  and grow up to be just like them.  


May God help us all, for Christ's sake.  Amen.  

