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“The Ministry of the Gospel”      Text – Romans 15:14-33   HC QA 84      OT Reading – Isa 52:13-53:12 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
One of the types of books that Christians have always read and benefited from is biography.  There is so much that we can learn from the lives of other Christians.  At the MCC this past week, the speaker, David Cook, mentioned Amy Carmichael who was a missionary to India.  
· She was an unlikely missionary herself because she suffered from a condition called Neuralgia, which causes the nerves to feel pain and can lead to weeks in bed.  This condition led to her being rejected for missionary work at first.  But eventually, she came to India.  
· She established a refuge home for girls who escaped from and were rescued from temple prostitution.  And this home eventually became a large orphanage for boys and girls that Amy ran and where many came to know Christ.  
· But perhaps the deepest impression that remains as you read about the life of Amy Carmichael is how to “know Christ … and the fellowship of sharing in His suffering,” which is what believers are called to in Philippians 3:10.  As one author says, “Suffering was a constant companion to Amy Carmichael.  Despite the bodily hardships she faced, her worst sufferings were not even physical.  Having so much love and tenderness in her heart, words cannot describe her anguish when occasionally she would lose a child she thought she had rescued, sometimes from her very doorstep.”
· And as we heard on Wednesday evening, when invited to England to receive a King’s honour for her services to the orphans, Amy really struggled to accept something that seemed so foreign to the experience of her Saviour.  How could she receive recognition from a King when her Lord Jesus received only a crown of thorns and a cross?  
Well, as we come to the end of Romans, we come to the Apostle’s biography.  And the words here should remind us of the first 17 verses of chapter 1, for they too were biographical.  And indeed, commentators have described Romans as a “doctrinal treatise wrapped up in a letter.”  It begins with an explanation of his apostolic ministry and him stating his intention to visit Rome, and then you get 15 chapters of doctrine and instruction before those same opening biography matters are picked up again here in ch. 15:14.    

But as it was with ch. 1, what we read here is not just interesting biographical information.  The Apostle has not taken off his teaching hat and replaced it with a story-telling hat.  No, it is biography with a purpose.  He still wants to encourage and exhort and equip believers.  He still wants to proclaim Christ.
So, in the last half of ch. 15 then, we see Ministry Lessons from the Apostle’s biography.  And there are six parts to this section, which I will alert you to as we come to them.  And the first ministry lesson, from vv14-15, is that Paul’s ministry grew out of a confidence in the gospel.

1. As you read these verses, you get a sense, almost, of apology.  In v15, Paul acknowledges that what he has been saying to these believers has been bold; quite direct and weighty.  
a. Last Sunday, as we looked at the first half of the chapter, I asked you to put yourself in the shoes of the Jewish believers in Rome who were reading this letter.   For you were being called “weak” and your convictions on the matters of meat and wine and feast days were described as “failings.”  But the Gentile believers have also been told that they have been “pleasing themselves” and not loving their neighbour.  
i. And such direct exhortation isn’t always easy to receive.  You boys and girls have probably heard the saying, “the truth hurts.”  And it can, at times, even when we know it is true.  
b. So the ‘gospel punches,’ as it were, have rained down, thick and fast, on these Roman believers.  And Paul knows this.  So to ‘soften the blow,’ he gets personal, by calling them, “my brothers,” which links them and him in Christ, and commending them as “full of goodness, complete in knowledge, and competent to instruct one another.”  
i. Now, it would be well worth our while, some time in the future, to return to this description of these believers in Rome as three criteria by which to evaluate ourselves as an individual or as a congregation.  For what these words amount to is the fruit of the gospel.  But let’s just briefly consider the first term in the description as an example.  
A. You may remember these words from way back in Romans 3:12 where Paul was describing the condition of man apart from Christ.  He said, “There is no one who does good, not even one.”  But how does Paul describe the Roman believers here?  “Full of goodness.”  
1) And why are they full of goodness?  Well boys and girls, what is the sixth fruit of the Spirit from Galatians 5:22?  Goodness!  
2) When, by the power of the Holy Spirit, a person turns from sin to faith in Jesus Christ, they become a “new creature.” There is in them, now, a “flavour” of goodness, a goodness ‘principle,’ a hunger for that which is good, a desire to do that which is good, an eagerness to think about that which is good and to do that which is good.  
3) So can you see why it is useful to evaluate yourself or a congregation by these three measures?  Is this me?  Is this us?  
c. And it is because Paul knows that that this is what the gospel produces in believers, that he is able to write to them boldly.  
i. And that is why there can be boldness in preaching and boldness when we are together in Bible study and boldness when we must speak a word of instruction to one another in private.  
A. When you or I have identified some error or weakness in doctrine or life in a fellow believer, and we go to them, with our Bibles open, boldly, we go in the confidence of the gospel.  We go to those who we know love the Lord Jesus Christ confident that the Word of God will appeal to them, will be attractive to them, because it always is to believers!  
1) Now, because of remaining sin, a word of instruction like this isn’t always received immediately and easily.  I am sure you can remember times when you have heard the truth, reacted badly to it, initially, but have soon come to see how wrong you were, and apologized if necessary and changed accordingly.  
ii. But the gospel always has its way with the child of God, because it is the appeal of Jesus Christ to His people.  As His sheep, they hear His voice.  

iii. And this confidence is both liberating and empowering.

But the next ministry lesson from the apostle’s biography, from v16, is seen in his willingness to be an instrument of the Gospel.

1. And once again we have here an extraordinary verse that could occupy us for a long time.  But let’s just focus on one obvious feature of this verse which is that it is Trinitarian – Paul is a minister of Jesus Christ … proclaiming the gospel of God … so that the Gentiles are sanctified by the Holy Spirit.  
a. Now Paul’s calling was that of Apostle.  He had a unique task for a unique time.  And his special task was to take the gospel to the Gentiles, as he explains here.  
b. And there is continuity between his official task and that of those who are ordained ministers of the gospel today.  There are some, like me, who are set aside to be devoted to the priestly duty of proclaiming the Gospel of God.  
c. But brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, when you proclaim the gospel; when you tell someone else about the Lord Jesus Christ, you also are a servant of the Triune God.  
i. You are speaking according to the command of Jesus – He said, “Go and make disciples…”  
ii. You are sharing a message that is not your opinion but the revealed truth of your Father in heaven – “Whoever believes in [Jesus] shall not perish but have eternal life” is not something you invented but God’s truth.  
iii. And the power in the gospel is not your cleverness or your insight but the Holy Spirit – It is He that creates faith and repentance.  
d. And what all of this means is that you are just a mouthpiece.  
i. Boys and girls, how many of you have played an woodwind or brass instrument like a flute or a trumpet or a clarinet.  Well, with each of those instruments you have a mouthpiece.  And the mouthpiece is the part that goes against or in the mouth.  And the mouthpiece is nothing glamourous at all.  By itself, it is useless.  But attach it to an instrument, and bring it to the mouth of some musician who blows through it, and you get incredible music.  
ii. Well, in terms of the gospel, you are just a mouthpiece.  The musician, His breath, and the instrument, is the person and work of the Trinity: Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  But He has chosen to produce beautiful music, sinners who embrace Christ, using you as the mouthpiece!  
iii. And again, knowing this is wonderfully empowering and liberating!
But the third ministry lesson from the apostle’s biography, from vv17-19a, is where we see that gospel ministry is powered by God.
· From v17, what is the power of the gospel?  What does Paul glory in?  Christ Jesus.  
· And what is the only thing that the Apostle will speak about, from v18?  “What Christ has accomplished through me…”  
· And having studied the Book of Acts together, what do you think is the “power of signs and miracles,” that Paul speaks of in v19?  When the apostles healed someone in Acts, boys ands girls, in whose name did they heal them?  The Lord Jesus Christ.  
· And Jesus Christ, in terms of who He is; in terms of His person, and His saving work and His saving power comes to you and me and to sinners how, according to v19?  How does Jesus and His work on the cross and His work now up there in heaven come to me and you down here on earth?  “By the power of the Holy Spirit.”  It is the Spirit who takes Jesus and His work and His power and who brings it into the heart and life of sinners and saints.
· In Acts 14, we read about a man in the city of Lystra who had been crippled from birth.  But Paul saw him and saw that he had “faith to be healed,” we are told, which means that he believed in Jesus.  So he called out, “Stand up on your feet, ” and the man did exactly that.  And do you remember the reaction of the crowd who saw this healing?  “They shouted in the Lycaonian language, "The gods have come down to us in human form!"  Barnabas they called Zeus, and Paul they called Hermes because he was the chief speaker.  The priest of Zeus, whose temple was just outside the city, brought bulls and wreaths to the city gates because he and the crowd wanted to offer sacrifices to them.  But when the apostles Barnabas and Paul heard of this, they tore their clothes and rushed out into the crowd, shouting: "Men, why are you doing this?  We too are only men, human like you.  We are bringing you good news, telling you to turn from these worthless things to the living God.”  
· The gospel proclaims Jesus Christ – a Saviour who died on the cross and who rose again for the forgiveness of sins.  And when you share it with others, remember Isaiah 55, which we have often mentioned in our journey through Romans, “As the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return to it without watering the earth and making it bud and flourish, so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater, so is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.”  
The gospel is powered by God.  And again, knowing this is wonderfully empowering and liberating!
So, ministry is done in the confidence of the gospel, with an eagerness to be an instrument of the gospel, and recognizes that gospel ministry is powered by God.  
But fourthly, from vv19b-24, gospel ministry is according to God’s plan.
1. And Paul here describes his missionary travels and explains that his special calling was to take the gospel to places where it had never been before, as you see in v20.  You boys and girls will remember the story of Saul, as he was known then, being ‘arrested’ by the Lord Jesus Christ on the road to Damascus.  Saul was a persecutor of Christians, but Jesus appeared to Him and summoned him into His service.  And He said to Paul, you will “carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings.”  
a. And in v21 of our text, Paul quotes from Isaiah 52:15, which we read earlier, which is another of those OT prophecies that speak of the time when the Gentiles will be included among the people of God.  
b. Now, you might also remember as we got towards the end of the Book of Acts the incredible series of events that unfolded in order to bring Paul to Rome.  
i. In Acts 19:21, we read this about Paul, “After all this had happened, Paul decided to go to Jerusalem, passing through Macedonia and Achaia. "After I have been there," he said, "I must visit Rome also."”  
ii. And this plan made all the sense in the world.  Rome was the capital of the Empire.  And even though there already was a church in Rome, as this letter to the Romans evidences, it was fitting for Paul to visit these believers.  And in ch. 23 of Acts, Jesus visits Paul in prison and encourages him by telling him that he will get to Rome.  
iii. But when Paul originally thought about going to Rome, he probably had in mind a few months of boat trips and walking.  But it was in fact some years before he finally arrived in Rome.  And those years involved riots, beatings, more riots, arrest, imprisonment in Jerusalem, 1-2 years imprisonment in Caesarea, public trials before various Roman authorities, appeal to Caesar, shipwreck, snake bite, and then, finally, 9 chapters later in Acts, in 28:14, we read, “And so we came to Rome.”
c. But that arrival in Rome, as Paul writes this letter to the Romans, is still in the future.  When he wrote this letter, Rome was still a place he planned to visit one day.  His intention, as we see in v24, was ultimately to go to Spain, but he was determined to visit Rome first.  
2. And Paul’s key ministry message in all of this is: Man rules, but God overrules.  Man makes plans.  And that is good and sensible and right to do.  But God’s plans are what comes to pass.  And sometimes man’s plans and God’s plans follow the same pathway, but very often, where we arrive or how this gets done or when it happens is nothing like what we originally planned.  
a. I spoke earlier about Amy Carmichael.  Listen to the words of one of her biographers.  “Amy initially had no idea where the Lord was leading her to go.  She only knew that she needed to go somewhere.  Rejected by the China Inland Mission because of her frailty, she was eventually able to go to Japan as a Keswick missionary with the Church Missionary Society.  In the providence of God, however, Amy was only able to stay in Japan for fifteen months because of ill health.  God had other plans for this young woman.  Amy remained restless, eager for a new assignment.  The opportunity presented itself nine months later when she was accepted by the Church of England Zenana Mission to go as a missionary to India.  Sailing for India in 1895, Amy had no idea that she would remain there for the next fifty-six years.”
b. We have talked in the past about church planting.  We are currently thinking about this property that we have here in Hornby.  I have a call to minister here at Dovedale but may soon receive calls to go and minister somewhere else that need to be weighed up before the Lord.  You may receive a job offer in another city or country.  You will encounter people and situations where the gospel needs to be heard.  
i. So, we make plans, and that is good and right.  But what do we read in James 4:13-15?  Let’s turn there and read those words, “Now listen, you who say, "Today or tomorrow we will go to this or that city, spend a year there, carry on business and make money."  Why, you do not even know what will happen tomorrow.  What is your life?  You are a mist that appears for a little while and then vanishes.  Instead, you ought to say, "If it is the Lord's will, we will live and do this or that."”  
ii. And knowing that gospel ministry is according to God’s plan is wonderfully empowering and liberating.  
iii. And this is so, also, because you know, from Romans 8:28, “that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His purpose.”
Well, fifthly and penultimately (which means second to last (), from vv25-28, we see that Gospel ministry requires the giving of the Lord’s people.

1. And in these verses, Paul explains that he is carrying with him an offering of money or goods for the saints in Jerusalem who we know from elsewhere were enduring a severe famine and who were the target of rather vicious persecution by the Jews.
a. But Paul speaks about this gift as more than just a generosity, as you will note from v27.  He says of the Gentiles in Macedonia and Achaia, “Indeed they owe it to them.”  This gift was a duty; an obligation.  The gospel had come, you see, from the Jews.  Jesus was Jewish.  The missionaries, like Paul, were Jewish.  And the costs associated with such missionary trips had been initially funded by Jewish believers.  And it is the privilege of those who receive the gospel to use the financial and physical resources that the Lord has given them to further the work of gospel ministry.
b. And I am sure you can work out the implication of these words to the Roman Christians that Paul is writing to – when I arrive, dig deep into your wallets; partner with me in the ministry of the gospel to those in Spain.  
i. In 1 Cor. 9, Paul makes the case for those who work full time in the gospel to be financially taken care of by those who benefit from the gospel.  He says, “If we have sown spiritual seed among you, is it too much if we reap a material harvest from you? … The Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel.”  And the same principle is found in Galatians 6:6, “Anyone who receives instruction in the word must share all good things with his instructor.”  
ii. But the financial and physical support of gospel ministry also has in view the care of those in need within the congregation and outside the congregation, locally, nationally, and internationally.  
A. What we have seen in Romans is that the Lord Jesus Christ gave up everything to secure our salvation.  2 Cor. 8:9 puts it like this, “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.”  
1) And that richness is, of course, eternal life in Jesus Christ with all of its attendant blessings.  But the work of gospel ministry needs cold hard cash.  It requires the giving of the Lord’s people.
But lastly then, from vv29-33, we see that gospel ministry requires the Prayers of the Lord’s people.
1. Have a look at v29.  “I know that when I come to you, I will come in the full measure of the blessing of Christ.”  Now, is there anything doubtful in that verse?  Is there any ‘maybe’ in that verse?  Is there any vagueness in what Paul says?  Not at all, is there.  “I know that when I come to you, I will come in the full measure of the blessing of Christ.”  And that, brothers and sisters, is Gospel confidence, an eagerness to be an instrument of the gospel, a recognition that God is the power of the gospel, and a preparedness to minister according to God’s plan.
a. But what do we read next, in v30?  “I urge you, brothers, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to join me in my struggle by praying to God for me.”  So, is Paul a poor Calvinist then?  Does he have an underdeveloped view of God’s sovereignty, perhaps?  Is he hoping, maybe, that if enough believers gang up in prayer, Paul’s will can become God’s will?  
i. For I am sure that you have asked the question that we all ask at one time or another, which is: Why pray?  Does prayer change things?  If God is sovereign, what is the point of prayer?  
A. Well, the first part of the answer to that question comes from God’s expectations of us when it comes to prayer.  Boys and girls, is prayer something that the Lord sets before you as optional?  Is prayer something you can do if you wish but you don’t have to if you don’t want to?  No.  Prayer is commanded by God.  And that should be reason enough for us to pray, shouldn’t it.  God commands us to pray. 
B. But God not only commands us to pray, He also invites us to pray.  Listen to James 4:2, “You do not have, because you do not ask God.”  So?  Ask!  
C. But you are thinking to yourself, but doesn’t God already know everything?  Does He really need my requests or reminders?  
1) But again, what has the Lord taught us about prayer.  Is it for His sake or for ours?  Listen to these words of R. C. Sproul, which I have included in the bulletin so you can read them again later.  He says, 
Prayer, like everything else in the Christian life, is for God's glory and for our benefit, in that order.  Everything that God does, everything that God allows and ordains, is in the supreme sense for His glory.  It is also true that while God seeks His own glory supremely, man benefits when God is glorified.  We pray to glorify God, but we also pray in order to receive the benefits of prayer from His hand.  Prayer is for our benefit, even in light of the fact that God knows the end from the beginning.  It is our privilege to bring the whole of our finite existence into the glory of His infinite presence … We have the matchless privilege of sharing our innermost thoughts [and desires] with God.
D. So let’s think about it in terms of these Roman believers: In joining with Paul in praying to God, as Paul outlined, these believers witnessed Paul indeed being rescued from the unbelievers in Judea, and that his service in Jerusalem was a blessing to the saints there, and that he made it to Rome, and that they were refreshed together, which was all “by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit,” and, from v29, an experience of the “full measure of the blessing of Christ,” and that all of this was the will of God, and to His glory and honour.  
1) So, by this prayer, their love for the Lord and their knowledge of God and their experience of Him just multiplied and bubbled over.  
E. You see, the more you come to know the Lord in His word, the more your prayers will reflect His desires and His purposes and His will.  So, is there any point in prayer?  You better believe it!  
Congregation, this sermon will end very shortly as I read the words of v33.  And I invite you to say the last word of v33, out loud!  And you are invited to say it, not only today, but whenever the word of the Lord is read or preached!
The gospel ministry that belongs to everyone of us is glorious.  And it so because the Jesus Christ of the gospel is all together lovely and merciful and glorious.
The God of peace be with you all.  Amen.
