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“Six Disciples: Phoebe, Leading in Love” 
Romans 16:1-2 

A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 
(SLIDE 1, BLANK) One of the things I do to relax at home is watch TV.  

When I do, there are a few things I really don’t want to hear.  One of them is 

for Joyce to call out to me, “Honey, have you done the dishes yet?”  That’s 

when I engage my selective hearing and say, “What was that?”  Okay, so I 

get up and take care of the dishes, and come back to the TV.  I sit down and 

then I hear the last words I want to hear: “And now a word from our 

sponsors.”   

What could be more annoying?  Well, lots of things.  But at that moment, 

it’s an ad, right in the middle of my show.   

I know, none of us like ads.  Except maybe at Super Bowl time when we get 

to see some really clever ones.  

But we need the sponsors that help bring our favorite shows to the small 

screen.  Or how about the local businesses that sponsor sports teams for our 

kids?  Or art exhibits?  Those are pretty important.  

We may not like the interruptions some times, but sponsors are important 

because they provide resources to get things done. 

(SLIDE 2, TITLE) Today we continue with the third part of a sermon series 

called “Six Disciples.”  Throughout this series, we are examining the lives of 

some of the lesser-known, more obscure disciples we meet in the New 

Testament to learn something about them but more importantly, what their 

faith lives have to say to us today. 

-‐ We started the series with Ananias, the obedient disciple God used to 
return the Apostle Paul’s sight, to baptize him and commission him to 
be the missionary to the Gentiles. 
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-‐ Last week, we heard the story of Epaphroditus.  He helped Paul while 
Paul was being held in prison, demonstrating self-giving love because 
he put the concerns and comforts of others before his own. 

 
This week, we hear about another extraordinary disciple who helped Paul in 

his ministry.  She was, in fact, a sponsor for Paul.  Her name was Phoebe. 

We meet her in the last chapter of Paul’s Letter to the Romans, heading the 

list of names of Christians in Rome. 

(SLIDE 3, QUOTE) Here, again, is what Paul said about her: 

I commend to you our sister Phoebe, a servant [or deacon] of the church 
at Cenchreae, so that you may welcome her in the Lord as is fitting for 
the saints, and help her in whatever she may require from you, for she has 
been a benefactor of many and of myself as well. 

So Phoebe was a follower of Jesus, a sister in the Lord Jesus. 

(SLIDE 4, MAP) She came from the town of Cenchreae (Sen-kree-uh), 

which was a port near the city of Corinth in Greece.   

Corinth was a large trading city.  It was located on a narrow strip of land that 

connected Sparta, the southern part of Greece, with the rest of the country.   

In ancient times, this strip of land provided a shortcut for ships traveling 

between the eastern and western Mediterranean.  The ships would be pulled 

up on to land and dragged from one side to the other.   

(SLIDE 5, TEMPLE) Paul lived in Corinth for about two years, teaching and 

preaching about Jesus.  He established the first churches in the area, which 

met in homes because it was too dangerous to meet in public places. 

(SLIDE 6, FOUNTAIN) Paul knew the churches in Corinth very well. 

We know this from the two letters he wrote we know as First and Second 

Corinthians.  So Paul got to know a lot of people from Corinth and the 

surrounding towns, including Phoebe. 
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(SLIDE 7, PATRON) Two more things we learn about Phoebe from Paul’s 

letter: she was a benefactor (a sponsor) and a leader. 

-‐ When Paul said she was a benefactor, that tells us she had some 
resources at her disposal.  Most Bible scholars today believe she 
probably was a businesswoman, a person with some wealth.  She 
chose to devote her resources to the church.  That’s probably why 
Paul says “she has been a benefactor of many and of myself as well.” 
The role of a patron in Roman society was very important.  The patron 
was considered a protector, a sponsor and someone who would help 
out the person they sponsored.  Like our sponsors of the arts or little 
league teams today, patrons provided money and material goods.  In 
ancient Rome, they also gave legal help.  We don’t know exactly how 
Phoebe helped, but it is clear that she played this important role for 
Paul and other Christians—giving freely of her own resources for the 
cause of Jesus Christ. 

-‐ (SLIDE 8, ROLES) The second role Phoebe played was as a leader in 
the church of her hometown.  Our English translations of the Bible 
differ here a little bit.  Some refer to Phoebe as a “servant of the 
church” (NIV).  Others call her a “deacon” (NRSV) and still others, a 
“deaconess” (NJB, NKJV).  We don’t know for certain if calling her a 
“deacon” means she held an office with that title.  The office of 
deacon was still developing at that time and the order of “deaconess” 
did not come along for another hundred years. 

-‐ What we can say about Phoebe and her place in the church is this: she 
was a leader.  She was someone people looked to for help in living out 
their discipleship, understanding the Gospel message, making sound 
decisions in line with Jesus’ commands to “love God and love your 
neighbor.”  As a woman with some wealth, she probably had a good-
sized house.  It’s possible she hosted a church in her house.   

-‐ It’s clear Phoebe was a woman with influence in the life of her home 
church.  She was so well respected that Christians several hundred 
years later used her name to honor another faithful woman by calling 
her “the second Phoebe.”  To be called “the second” of anything was 
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considered a huge honor.  It would be like us saying someone was the 
second Babe Ruth in baseball or the second Venus Williams in tennis. 

(SLIDE 9, PHOEBE & PAUL) Now when it came time for Paul to send a 

letter to the churches in Rome, who better to call on than the woman he 

knew as a sponsor and a leader than Phoebe?  This is the reason Paul spoke 

so highly of her in these two verses.  They constitute Paul’s “letter of 

introduction” of Phoebe to the Roman house churches.  It was his way of 

telling them just how much he valued her leadership and her service in the 

cause of the Gospel.   

In addition to her role as messenger, Phoebe may also have been the one to 

read the letter to the Roman churches.  Most of Paul’s letters were meant to 

be read publicly.  They were addressed to groups of faithful believers—to 

churches.  Although messengers are not always the ones who also read 

public letters, Phoebe certainly had the standing as a leader trusted by Paul 

to do just this.  What an honor for this strong woman of the faith. 

So how does the example of Phoebe help us today? 

What kind of inspiration can we draw from pondering her service in the 

name of the Gospel? 

(SLIDE 10, CELEBRATE) I think the main message is that we celebrate 

the ministry of women in the church by looking at Phoebe’s example.  We 

know that God needs women and men to share in the work of spreading the 

Good News about Jesus.   

But celebration has not been the response to the giftedness of women in the 

church, or in other places.  Most societies in Western civilization have been 

male-dominated.   

They still are.   
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The roles of women have been limited in many times and places to the 

“traditional” roles: taking care of the home, raising children.  The same has 

been true in selecting a career.  Nowadays, women have more choices 

available to them, but this is a recent development.  A case in point:  

-‐ My Mom told me once when she was a teenager thinking about a 
career, she wanted to be a doctor.  She was pretty good at science.  
But her parents persuaded her to become a teacher instead because 
“women aren’t doctors.” 

But the role of women in the church was critical to the development of our 

faith: 

-‐ (SLIDE 11, MARY & MARTHA) Women supported Jesus in his 
ministry.  Mary and Martha let Jesus use their home in Bethany when 
he needed a place to stay.  In doing so, they were sponsors for Jesus.  
They gave him material support for his ministry.  Phoebe, remember, 
was a sponsor for Paul. 

-‐ (SLIDE 12, MARY & JESUS) In Matthew, Luke and John’s Gospels, 
the risen Christ appears first to women.  Jesus sends them to tell the 
disciples he is alive and will meet them in Galilee.  In this case, 
women become “apostles to the apostles”; they were the first to be 
sent with news of the Resurrection to the male disciples.  Phoebe was 
a messenger for Paul to the Roman churches. 

(SLIDE 13, GALATIANS) The Apostle Paul recognized the equalizing 

effect of the Gospel for all people when he wrote these words: “There is no 

longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male 

and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:28).  In Christ, God 

is breaking down the barriers of class, gender, race, ethnicity because all 

those who are in Christ are united in the one body, which is the church. 

(SLIDE 14, USE YOUR GIFTS) Clearly, God chose women to share their 

giftedness in the cause of the spreading the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  That 

includes leading in whatever areas God has gifted them.   
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It’s taken a long time for the church to realize this.  But it is cause to rejoice. 

And it is cause for us to rejoice whenever we—male or female, rich or poor, 

white or black or any other color—use our spiritual gifts to serve the Lord. 

That, I believe, is the message Phoebe’s example holds for us today. 

I began this message with a word about sponsorship. 

We know Phoebe played that important role for the church in her time. 
Imagine, for a moment, if our sister Phoebe could reach out across the 
centuries what she might say to us today.  So I’d like to close it now with a 
few words from our sponsor:	  

To the sisters and brothers who worship God, greetings.  I, Phoebe, 

give thanks to my Lord Jesus Christ for the gift of fellowship with you 

in God’s Holy Spirit.  By God’s grace, I have worked alongside the 

saints to bring the Good News to the least and the lost of my world.  I 

urge you all, women and men, to continue the good work God has 

begun in you.  God loves you so much.  God has gifted you to build 

up each other and God’s holy Church.  Use your gifts.  Lead in love.  

Be of one mind, that is the mind of Jesus Christ; and be one in 

purpose in Christ Jesus, who died and rose into new life for you.  And 

now, may the Spirit of Holiness embrace you and keep you always in 

the boundless love of God; Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen. 


