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Marks of a Healthy Church 
Romans 16 

 

 
How can you tell if a church is healthy? Attendance, budget, buildings, 
programs... none of these reveal health. We must look beyond outward 

appearances. In this seemingly insignificant passage (so many people just skip 
this long list of names!) Paul reveals two true marks or characteristics of a 

healthy church. Grace Bible Church will only, ever be healthy if we'll each live 
out these characteristics in our own lives. 

 
Reached end of Romans 

- Joy to study it with you 

- Rest of summer – studying the spiritual disciplines 

- Next Fall – James – perfect complement to Romans 

- As elders mentioned – directed us to take time out of pulpit 

o one task – prepare to preach James 

o another – take some time off with our families – excited about that! 

 

Luke and Gracie are 2 ½, and they are growing up fast! 

- Gracie’s building stuff! Luke’s already driving! Where’d the time go?! 

- Hard to believe that just 2 ½ years ago, we were rushing into surgery to meet these little 

guys. 

 

As many of you know: when they were born, we had a serious medical scare 

- normal check up; tests revealed emergency; got babies out, mom to ICU 

 

What still shocks me: how healthy Julie looked when we walked into doc’s office 

- picture of health 

- not comfortable, but looked fine to me, nurses, doctor 

 

Lesson: outward appearance is not a good gauge of health 

- Appearances can be deceiving 

- True for a person’s health 

- True for a church’s health as well 

o Can’t gauge health of a church by appearances 

o Can look great on the outside (attendance, building, band...) 

o but in reality be unhealthy and unholy 

 

So if outward appearance is no gauge of a church’s health, what is? 

What are the marks of a healthy church? 

- Not just a question for the elders and staff 

- Something all of us should ask – this is our home, our family, we’re invested 

- Is our church healthy? 

- More important: What do we each need to do to make our church healthy? 

 

Paul answers that question in Rom 16 – gives us 2 marks of a healthy church  

- hint: neither have anything to do with size, popularity, buildings, or budget! 

 

Look at Romans 16. Glance over vs 1-16. What do you see? 

- A bunch of names!  26 individuals plus multiple groups 

- Doesn’t look like a passage about the health of a church!  



 

- When I get to a list of names... hard time paying attention 

o I get to verse 14... READ v14-15a – I tune out 

o Don’t see any relevance, significance – boring – so we tend to skip 

- But that’s a mistake! Still Scripture – still has something to teach us 

 

I want you to observe a few things in this list... 

- Let’s just read the first 7 verses to get a sense of it... READ v1-7 

- (1) Paul mentions a wide range of believers  

o In ANE, people’s names told you a lot about them. In v1-16... 

 both Jews and Gentiles 

 both men and women 

 women particularly – first 2 people mentioned; 9 total women 

mentioned – 5 highly commended 

 includes slaves, former slaves, and wealthy patrons 

o Lots of ethnic  socio-economic diversity in the church in Rome  

- (2) Paul greets 3 separate house-churches  

o v5 – Prisca & Aquila’s house church 

o 2 more home churches in v14 & 15. 

o In Paul’s day, churches met in houses 

o Early church less like this and more like our Home Churches 

-  (3) most important observation... Paul commends these men and women, above 

all else, for their service... 

o 9 times Paul commends someone for sacrificial service to others 

o v1-2: Pheobe – “servant of the church... helper of many” 

o v3-4: P&A – “fellow workers... risked their own necks” 

o v6: Mary – “worked hard” 

o v9: Urbanus – “our fellow worker in Christ” 

o by far his most frequent basis for commending someone 

 

Selfless service: what Paul finds most praise-worthy about church in Rome 

- not size, location, popularity...  

 

That’s the first mark of a healthy church... 

Mark of a healthy church #1: Full of Selfless Servants (1-16, 21-24) 

- healthy when the pews are full of people who sacrificially serve others 

o both other believers and the world at large 

- That’s what God commends: our service to others. 

- That’s very different from what the world typically commends 

o intelligence; wealth; beauty; talent 

o God’s not impressed by any of that! 

 No person on this list commended for intelligence, wealth... 

- What God commends is sacrificial service to others 

o Jesus said it this way – Mt 20:26b-28 

 If you want to be great – you must serve 

 what Jesus did 

o When we follow His example of service, God praises us... 

 When your neighbor’s sick and you go mow his yard... 

 When a family loses a job – you give up eating out money... 

 When you give up a Sunday morning to work in nursery... 

 When you work a Backyard Bible Club in 95o weather... 

 ...God praises that – not your IQ, wealth, talent... your service 

 

- Selfless Service: what God loves because it makes His church healthy 

o pews full of selfless servants from all walks of life 

 men & women; young & old; rich & poor; blue & white collar 



o if we all selflessly serve... Grace will be a healthy church 

o There was once a preacher who was approached by a man who wanted to join the 

church. “But,” the man said, “I have a very busy schedule. I can’t be called on for 

any service. I just won’t be available for special projects or to help with setting up 

chairs or things like that. I just want to sit through Sunday worship and then go on 

about my business.” The pastor thought for a moment, and then replied, “I believe 

you’re at the wrong church. The church you’re looking for is three blocks down the 

street, on the right.” The man followed the preacher’s directions and soon came to 

an abandoned, boarded-up closed down church.  

- Because that’s what happens to churches where people don’t serve – they die! 

o If all we care about is getting our own needs met, then Grace will die 

- Grace can’t be healthy without pews full selfless servants  

 

Let me help you APPLY that – two practical steps.... 

- (1) find a place to serve 

o Can be in a ministry of the church 

 Children’s ministry; youth ministry (go to website) 

 Greeters or Welcome desk (contact Pam or me) 

 Ready for leadership: Small group leader (contact me) 

o Can be outside the church 

 a community service organization 

 Brazos Church Pantry; SOS Ministries; Hope Pregnancy Center; 

Aggieland Pregnancy Outreach  
 www.grace-bible.org: “Ministries  Community Outreach” 

 informal service 

 visit elderly in nursing home 

 mow lawn, change oil for single moms, new parents 

 babysit free for family in crisis 

 don’t need to contact me – just do them! 

- (2) when you see others serving, commend them! Praise service!  

o Harvard Business review – Other than money, what would they most like to 

receive from their boss? Answer: recognition – most powerful non-monetary 

motivation 

o Not surprising – God designed us to thrive on encouragement 

o That’s what Paul does in Rom 16 – Hears about service; commends it 

o We should do the same 

 world recognizes looks, wealth, intelligence, and talent 

 let us recognize service! 

 inspires greater feats of service in the future 

 let’s create an environment at Grace that encourages service 

- Let’s be a community known for selfless service.  

 

Summary: First mark of a healthy church = full of selfless servants 

 

Now for the second mark. Paul reveals it in the context of a warning... 

- READ v17-20 

- Paul gives a warning to the church in Rome: beware false teachers 

o what we know about them: 

 infiltrated churches – claimed to be authoritative teachers 

 teachings contradicted apostles 

 goal: lead churches away from apostles and towards their own false version 

of Christianity – gain a following 

o we don’t know much else 

 don’t know what they were teaching 

 many false teachers in 1st century – lots of options 

o most likely option: Judaizers  

http://www.brazoschurchpantry.org/
http://www.saveourstreetsministries.org/
http://www.hopepregnancy.org/
http://pregnancyoutreach.org/
http://www.grace-bible.org/ministries/communityoutreach.aspx


 frequent adversaries for Paul 

 taught: Jesus is a good start; now obey Mosaic Law & be circumcised 

 goal: make Jews out of Gentile Christians 

 Paul saw firsthand the damage they did.  

 Galatians  

o written before Romans 

o written to combat Judaizers 

o led Galatians away from the simple gospel 

 Paul thinks that’s a serious threat... 

 Gal 1:8 – accursed = damned – condemned by God 

 

- Wow! Serious words! Why so serious? 

o Because – 2 things these false teachers do to a church... 

o (1) v17 – “cause dissensions” = divisions – divides believers 

 in Paul’s day: divided Jewish believers from Gentile believers 

 in our own day:  

 e.g. someone begins to teach that Bible contains errors 

o some people agree, some don’t, church splits 

o  (2) v18 – “deceive the hearts of the unsuspecting” 

 “unsuspecting” = naïve 

 believers who are still immature – can’t spot error 

 simply accept whatever they’re taught 

 Easy targets – deceived and led astray 

 Don’t lose their salvation – but do suffer 

 E.g. thousands deceived by prosperity-gospel charlatans 

o God wants you to be rich and healthy 

o Just give me $1000 and you will be! 

o Deceived – make foolish decision – lose savings 

- False teaching divides us and deceives us and, if left unchecked, destroys us 

o So many churches & whole denominations made useless, closed up 

- And that gives us our second mark of a healthy church... 

 

Mark of a healthy church #2: Devoted to Essential Doctrine (v17-20, 25-27) 

- Healthy churches cling to essential doctrine – don’t waver from truth 

 

- How? How do we stay devoted to the essential truths of our faith? 

 

o (1) Determine what beliefs are essential 

 Many ideas & beliefs included within Christianity...some are essential, and 

some are not. 

 Here’s an example of an essential – READ v25-27 

 Paul ends Romans by reminding us of 2 essentials 

 1) There is One God (v27) – He is eternal; He is wise 

 2) There is One Gospel  

o revealed by the One God 

o all about the person and work of Jesus Christ 

 Gospel absolutely essential – no deviation allowed 

 Another essential: truthfulness of Scripture 

 Bible absolutely true & authoritative 

 Foundational to all other essentials 

 Abandon this, and eventually the rest collapses 

 Another essential: Jesus’ Return; heaven (for believers) and hell (for 

those who’ve rejected gospel) 

 The core truths of Christianity – all Christians should agree 

 But rest of eschatology (Rapture, details of Tribulation & Millennial 

Kingdom)... 



 Non-essential: end-times details 

 room for disagreement among believers 

 relevant passages are hard to interpret 

 hold your view, but charity to those who disagree 

 Another non-essential: sign gifts (tongues) – in use today? 

 no clear biblical passage answers that 

 so room for debate 

 For a complete list:  

grace-bible.org – About Grace – Who we Are – Doctrine 

 most essential (esp Scripture, Trinity, Jesus, Salvation)  

 room for disagreement on Ordinances and End Times 

 

o (2) Know these essentials by heart 

 ill: how do you train someone to spot counterfeit money? 

 make them spend hours studying real money! 

 Don’t study forgeries – too many; always changing 

 Study the one thing that doesn’t (often) change 

 When you’re handed a counterfeit, you’ll just know 

o Bank teller: “I could just tell”  

o Didn’t know exactly what was wrong with it 

o Could tell because handled thousands of real bills 

 To spot the counterfeit, you must study the real McCoy 

 To spot false teaching, know the truth forwards and backwards  

 Best way: go through our Essentials packet! 

 If you’ve done that and want more... 

 Ryrie’s “A Survey of Bible Doctrine” 

 “The Moody Handbook of Theology” 

 

o (3) Beware teaching that contradicts the essentials 

 When you see serious error, reject it 

 v19b: “be wise in what is good and innocent in what is evil” 

 When you spot false teaching, reject it, avoid it 

o Don’t spend much time with it 

 There are times when we must study error to respond to it – seminary 

 But always be careful – don’t read it devotionally 

 When you spot error, put your guard up.  

 

 3 particular times to put your guard up: 

 (1) When you’re being entertained 

o Most of us know to avoid immoral TV 

o But also must be careful about morally acceptable shows 

o 90% chance written by unbeliever  

 disagrees with essential truths of Bible 

 Presents life through secular worldview 

o Enjoy the show, but be careful not to let it influence you 

  (2) Podcasts of popular preachers 

o Nothing bad – can be edifying 

o But be careful! 

 just because a preacher is popular doesn’t mean he’s 

truthful 

 some of most popular are heretics!  

 e.g. prosperity gospel 

o always compare what they teach with Bible  

o The same warning goes for... 

 (3) Christian books 

o Some awesome Christian books out there...  

http://www.grace-bible.org/about/WhoWeAre/Doctrine.aspx


o But not all books that claim to be Christian are. 

o Just because it’s sold in a Christian bookstore doesn’t mean it’s 

God’s truth!  

o So compare what you read to Scripture 

 

So, how do we know if Grace Bible Church is healthy? 

(1) Look at how we love people.  

- Are the pews full of selfless servants? 

- Serve and commend those who serve  

(2) Look at how we love truth.  

- Do we know the essential truths of scripture?  

- Well enough to spot and reject false teaching? 

- Know the essentials forwards and backwards! 

 

Grace will stand the test of time if we’ll each commit to love people and love truth. 

 


