A PIONEER MISSIONARY

Text: Romans 15:17-21
Readings: Isaiah 52:7-15, Romans 15:14-21
Theme: Paul gave glory to God for what Christ had done through him as a pioneer missionary. 
Purpose: To explain Paul's pioneer mission work and note differences and applications to us today. 

Introduction to Romans reading: Paul wrote this letter to the Romans towards the end of his third missionary journey. He was in (or near) Corinth at the time and wrote it in the spring of 57 DA. He came to the end of the main body of the letter in chapter 15:13, with that benediction. Then in the rest of chapter 15 and chapter 16 he wrote some concluding remarks about his ministry and his plans to come and see them, and gave greetings to various people. Read Romans 15:14-21 (text: 17-21)

*****************************
Most countries of the world have stories about their pioneers. A "pioneer", children, is an explorer, or a person who is the first to arrive in a place and who prepares the way for others.

The North Americans have great stories about their first settlers and the log cabins they built in the forests and prairies.

So too do the South Africans with their first European immigrants from the Netherlands and France and Germany. 

In NZ we have our own stories about the first people to arrive here from the Polynesian Islands on their canoes about 800 years ago.
And then in the 1840s the European settlers arrived on the four ships. They settled in the land, established farms, grew crops, built houses, drained swamps, cut down trees (usually far too many!) and developed towns. They were pioneers who prepared the way for others who followed. 

The apostle Paul was a pioneer - a pioneer missionary. He travelled long distances over land and over sea and was the first person to take the good news about Jesus to many new places. In these verses he describes his missionary work to the Gentiles. 
We'll consider his ministry, his means, his motive. 

1. HIS MINISTRY (verses 17-18)

Paul wanted to go where others had not been and often would not go. He wanted to take the gospel to the Gentiles, the non-Jews. He did that to lead them "to obey God" (vs 18b). The Greek reads; "to obedience". 

The first act of obedience God wants of people is to believe. At the beginning and end of this letter Paul wrote about "the obedience of faith" (1:5 & 16:26). 
In his first letter John wrote; "And this is his command: to believe in the name of his Son, Jesus Christ" (1 John 3:23). This is the obedience Paul wanted to see in the Gentiles - that they would believe in Jesus. 

Obedience means more than this of course because God wants us to obey everything he has commanded us. He wants us to love him and to love our neighbour.

All this is well summarised in that hymn, 
"Trust and obey, for there's no other way, to be happy in Jesus, than to trust and obey." 
Those two words sum up the Christian life and faith. This is how God wants you to respond to him. 

Paul saw himself as an instrument in Christ's hands to bring this about. 

He was very effective in what he did. Many people came to believe in Jesus through his work. He planted many churches. He spread the gospel through most of the Roman Empire. He spoke to the rich and the poor, the learned and the ignorant, slaves and free, Jews and Gentiles. By all human reckoning he was a very successful missionary.

But he did not want to take any credit for this to himself. There was no cause for pride on his part. Rather he gave all the glory to Christ. "...I glory in Christ Jesus in my service to God. I will not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me..." (vs 17-18a). Everything had he had achieved had been the result of Christ working through him. He had not done it; Jesus had. 

Let's remember this ourselves. Yes, you and I are to use the gifts and abilities God gives us, but at the end of the day, any success we have had is not our doing but his. The gifts and abilities we have are themselves gifts of God. It is all his work. So there is no place for pride. 
Think of a world famous surgeon, well known for his great skill in operations. When he performs an operation he chooses what surgical instruments to use: that knife, this scalpel, this imaging machine. He will choose some of these and not others. When the operation is successful the credit does not go to the instruments but to the man who used them. In the same way the glory does not go to us but to the Lord Jesus who uses us. 

Ralph Cushman expressed this is a poem for preachers:
"I do not ask that men may sound my praises,
or headlines spread my name abroad;
I only pray that as I voice the message
Hearts may find God. 

"I do not ask for earthly place or laurel,
Or of this world's distinctions any part;
I only ask, when I have voiced the message,
My Saviour's heart."

This was Paul's ministry, and it must be ours - to lead people to obedience as instruments in Christ's hands. 

2. Secondly, we consider THE MEANS he used to work out his ministry. These means are expressed in two pairs (vs 18b-19a).

"What I have said and done" - word and deed. 

His words were both spoken and written. 
He preached countless sermons; he spoke to people whenever and wherever people would listen - in synagogues, churches, homes, market places, amphitheatres, throne rooms, and in prisons. 
And he wrote 12 of the 21 letters of the NT - more than half. 

In verse 19 he claimed he had "fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ", the good news about Jesus. All his words were about the Lord Jesus Christ - his person and work, his doing and dying, his death and resurrection. 
This is still the primary work of the minister of Christ - to preach and teach the gospel, by speaking and writing. 
This is also your task, as and when you have the opportunity - to speak about Jesus.

The other half of this pair is what he had done - his deeds - all his works to and for others. He often pointed people to his own life as an example; follow me as I follow Christ. 
This is the supporting means of our ministries. You too are to live out your words in deeds. You don't want your faith to be all talk - that is mere hypocrisy. 
"Talk is cheap" they say; "Put your money where your mouth is". 
Are you proving the reality of your faith by what you do? Are you demonstrating your words in deeds - in Christian living and giving?

Words and deeds continue to be the primary means of promoting the gospel of Christ. 

That brings us to the second pair: the power of signs and miracles (vs 19). 

These two words are describing the same thing. These are signs and wonders, miraculous events, remarkable things God does. They are visible evidences of the kingdom of God that are out-of-the-ordinary, supernatural; they provoke wonder and amazement from those who see them!
We should also note that Paul is describing what he did, not prescribing what we should do. 

The devil can do signs and wonders and the antichrist in the future will do amazing things that will deceive people.
But the signs and wonders mentioned here are the work of God. They were miracles that demonstrated his power over sickness, death, nature, and over demons. God worked in direct, immediate and powerful ways to do miracles. 

Miracles fell into three main periods of biblical history. 
The time of Moses, with the exodus and the wandering in the wilderness. 
The time of Elijah and Elisha.
And the time of Jesus and the apostles. 

These miracles all had the same general purpose and function: they proved that this was a man of God and that his message was true. They validated the new revelation the Lord gave through him. 

Peter told the crowds at Pentecost that Jesus "was a man accredited by God to you by miracles, wonders and signs." (Acts 2:22). The word accredited means certified or proved. It means that Jesus was indeed the Son of God as he claimed to be. 

This was also true of the miracles of the apostle Paul. Paul defended his ministry as an apostle to the believers in Corinth. He wrote; "The things that mark an apostle - signs, wonders and miracles - were done among you with great perseverance." (2 Cor 12:12). Signs and wonders were signs of the apostles given to authenticate the new revelation they were giving. 
  
There are Christians who claim that signs and wonders should be a normal and everyday part of our evangelism today. They call this "power evangelism". 
In response we can say that God can, and does, work miracles today. They are not ordinary and everyday (or they wouldn't be miraculous!), but are unusual and special. But all the signs and wonders of the apostles were for that unique time, for the purpose of validating their ministry and message. Now that God's revelation is complete in the Scriptures we would not expect to see a lot of these miracles today.  

Paul did all this signs and wonders "through the power of the Spirit." (vs 19). The power was not his, it was the Holy Spirit working these miracles through him (Acts 14:3). Paul had a powerful ministry because he had a powerful God. 

D L Moody was an uneducated shoe salesman living in America. One day he heard a preacher say; "The world has yet to see what God can do through one man who is entirely surrendered to him." In his heart Moody said; "By God's grace I will be that man." He went on to become one of America's most famous and effective evangelists and publishers. 

But this power of the Holy Spirit was also applied to the people who saw these signs and wonders. They saw them and the Spirit of God convinced them of the connection between the words they heard and the miracles they saw and they believed. 

Miracles by themselves will never convert anyone. Jesus explained that in one of his parables when someone asked for a miracle. He said; "If they do not listen to Moses and the prophets they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the dead." (Luke 16:31). 
This is another argument against the "signs and wonders" movement: the Word of God in the Scriptures is the means the Spirit uses to convert people, not miracles. 

3. We have considered Paul's ministry and the means God used to make this successful. Now we consider HIS MOTIVE.

He wrote (verse 20); "It has always been my ambition to preach the gospel where Christ was not known."

The word "known" is literally "named" and has the sense of acknowledging Jesus and confessing him. The NASB reads; "I aspired to preach the gospel not where Christ was already named." 

Paul wanted to do pioneering work in new fields of service. 
This was not because he was proud - he was a humble man.
Nor was it because he could not work with others - he usually travelled with other men who helped him in his ministry; think of Barnabas, Silas, Timothy, and Luke. 

Rather, it was because he wanted to reach as many people as possible; he wanted as many as possible to hear the good news about Jesus and believe in him. 

It was also because he knew that this is where his gifts lay. He was a trail-blazer. This work suited his energy and zeal and courage, and his singleness. He planted a church and then a pastor took over his work when he had gone. "I planted the seed", he wrote, "and Apollos watered it." I laid a foundation....and someone else is building on it." (1 Cor 3:6,10). 

When David Livingstone presented himself to the London Missionary Society they asked him where he wanted to go. He answered; "Anywhere, as long as it is forward." After he reached Africa he wrote that he was haunted by the smoke of a thousand villages stretching off into the distance. They too needed to hear the gospel. He had the same deep concern and ambition as the apostle Paul.  

This ambition drove Paul for more than a decade of tireless and unceasing work over three missionary journeys. He preached the gospel from Jerusalem all the way round to modern day Greece. He covered the whole circle of the nations and places north of the Mediterranean Sea. 
There he "fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ" (vs 19b). He did not mean that he preached in every village and to every person, but rather that he declared the gospel in all the major towns and cities in that area, leaving those who were converted to continue the work. 

Paul saw this ministry as fulfilling the prophecies of the Old Testament. This is his last quotation from the OT in this letter - the last of 64 - more than any other NT book. Paul especially loved to quote from Isaiah the prophet. Here he quoted Isaiah 52:15 - "Those who were not told about him will see, and those who have not heard will understand." Paul saw himself as fulfilling these words as he proclaimed the message about Christ to those who had never heard it before. This was his ambition.

Ambition can be good or bad, depending on what you are ambitious for. 
Do you have godly ambitions? 
To raise a believing family.
To see your neighbours come to know Christ.
To be a faithful witness in your workplace.
To lead a Bible study in your street.
To see more of the lost in this community join this church.
To serve Christ faithfully as a wife, a husband, a mother, a father, a pastor, a missionary, or any other fied of service?

There is much to be ambitious for in the work of Christ because it is not finished. 
It is estimated that there are still 17,000 unreached people groups in the world. 
These are sometimes called hidden peoples or frontier peoples; they are Muslims, Hindus, Chinese, Buddhists, and many tribal groups. They account for half the world's population, but only 13% of protestant missionaries are serving them. (Desiring God, John Piper, p. 192). That shows that our task is not done. 

It was Paul's ambition to do this pioneering work. 
Maybe the Lord is calling you to do this?
Maybe he is asking you to support it with your giving and your praying?  

It is the desire of every Christian to see this work go forward so that all of God's elect people come to faith, and so that the kingdom of Christ grows, and that we so hasten the day of Christ's return. 

It is he who has "purchased men from God from every tribe and language and people and nation". One day all these people will give praise and honour and glory and power to him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb! (Rev 5:9,13).

Amen. 
