What in the World is God Doing?
Part 57: Messiah’s Priest to Pagans
Romans 15:14-21
14 I myself am satisfied about you, my brothers, that you yourselves are full of goodness, filled with all knowledge and able to instruct one another. 15 But on some points I have written to you very boldly by way of reminder, because of the grace given me by God 16 to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles in the priestly service of the gospel of God, so that the offering of the Gentiles may be acceptable, sanctified by the Holy Spirit. 17 In Christ Jesus, then, I have reason to be proud of my work for God. 18 For I will not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me to bring the Gentiles to obedience—by word and deed, 19 by the power of signs and wonders, by the power of the Spirit of God—so that from Jerusalem and all the way around to Illyricum I have fulfilled the ministry of the gospel of Christ; 20 and thus I make it my ambition to preach the gospel, not where Christ has already been named, lest I build on someone else’s foundation, 21 but as it is written, 



“Those who have never been told of him will see, 

and those who have never heard will understand.”

Paul has finished his exposition of both gospel doctrine and gospel culture. He opened his letter to the Romans with an explanation of why he had not been able to visit Rome although he wanted to do so. So as he closes his letter, he returns to his opening thoughts on visiting Rome and his plans to preach in the western reaches of the empire.
Paul hopes to make Rome his new home base for ministry into Spain, like the church in Antioch had been his sponsoring church for ministry into the Easter Mediterranean. He wanted the Romans to know exactly what he believed and taught, since everywhere Paul went he was followed by the Judiazers for Jesus, headquartered in the Jerusalem church. The JFJ alleged Paul was an antinomian (against God’s law), a “too much grace boy” (imagine having an entire organization dedicated to destroying your work). 
Paul writes the letter to prove his teaching is the message of the OT revealed and fulfilled in the person and work of the Lord Jesus Christ. God’s righteousness has come down from heaven for men and women who lack it. In Christ, God takes lost sinners out of Adam, out of slavery to sin and death. God gives them trust into Christ who pours out all the riches of God’s grace by delivering them from God’s wrath, and bringing them righteousness, joy, peace, and hope through the Holy Spirit.
They are enabled to live and to love in their desert journey through this present sin-tainted world toward the eternal hope of Mt. Glory. They are granted the power and grace of the Holy Spirit to live with a certainty that NOTHING will ever be able to separate them from love of God in Christ Jesus – a love that extends to both Messiah-trusting Jews and non-Jews whom God is making into one new race of people owned individually and collectively by Messiah Jesus. 
Paul has gone on to show there are no countries and no forms of government where the gospel doesn’t work. There is no barrier that can be erected to stop the gospel. The gospel works from Egypt to Japan, from Tierra del Fuego to Liberia, from Brazil to Cuba. The gospel even works in the church among people with different scruples over non-moral issues of worship. It works among the Victorious Vegetarians keeping the Daniel Diet and among Carnivores for Christ when both groups deal with one another in the love of Messiah Jesus (chapter 13-15). 
You see, believers need the gospel too; because the gospel is not simply the power of God for justification only. The gospel is the power of God for SALVATION – election, predestination, calling, regeneration, faith/repentance to life, justification, adoption, sanctification, perseveration, and glorification. Salvation is of the Lord (Jonah 2:9). The power of the Lord Jesus Christ, who welcomes even the vilest of sinners, is released into the gospel culture so that saved sinners welcome one another in love because they belong entirely to Christ and NOT to themselves.

So if there is a single believer I do not welcome into table fellowship, then I become a stubborn, self-glorying obstacle to the gospel and to gospel culture. In essence I say to Jesus, “I don’t care that you prayed to the Father for me to be one with others you have bought with your blood! I care more for my relative morality, my theological glory, than for your fellow servant! ”
Paul has taken so much time and ink to apply the gospel to church culture for this simple fact: If we are alienated in any way from a fellow brother or sister in the Lord Jesus Christ, we are denying the gospel. The theology of this letter has strong jaws and sharp teeth to shred ALL of our self-glory so that we can only boast in Christ Jesus.
It’s because of the sharp teeth of these last few chapters that Paul reassures the congregation of Rome of his confidence that their different scruples over worship will not destroy their gospel culture.
I. GOSPEL REMINDER (15:14-16)
A. Reassured Romans (14)
1. He writes, “14 I myself am satisfied [convinced] about you, my brothers, that you yourselves are full of goodness, filled with all knowledge and able to instruct one another.”
2. Paul isn’t taking back what he’s written. He’s persuaded of their spiritual integrity. And this sentence is an emphatic statement. You could put an exclamation mark at the end. Why?
3. He’s persuaded the Romans are full of goodness. Goodness is one of the descriptions of the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22; see: Eph. 5:9; 2 Th. 1:11). Remember 5:7? 
4. “7 Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die” (5:1, NIV). Paul compares a kind of cold holiness to the warmth of goodness because it’s possible to have a great mind of holy knowledge, but a shriveled heart that serves self above others.
5. Not so the Romans. They have an active desire to serve God and one another in kindness and generosity that flow out of their comprehensive understanding of the doctrine of the gospel.

6. Paul doesn’t mean they’re all Ph.D.-level bible scholars. He means they’re “filled with all knowledge” of God in Jesus Christ such that they become a stable community in an unstable world.

7. They have not degenerated into a congregation “blown about by every wind of doctrine” (Eph. 4:14) like so many poor saints who follow after ear-tickling gurus teaching some form of “give-to-get” religion of self-earning and self-fulfillment.

8. They all trust into the propositions of the gospel. They possess Christ and all his benefits; so they are all able to admonish one other (warn, not “instruct” as per ESV).
9. It’s often easy to teach or instruct others. But admonishing one other to preserve the unity and peace of the congregation is another matter. It means being willing to risk your personal relationship for the sake of the body of Christ. 
10. It may mean losing a relationship to win the unity and the peace when you are secure enough in Christ to admonish a brother or sister honestly and openly. Paul says, because of their trust into Christ, they consider gospel culture worth defending.
11. Is your life, like mine, full of lost opportunities to admonish brothers and sisters in Christ over attitudes and issues that ultimately lead to full-on glory wars? 
12. Maybe, like me, you have been terrified of losing YOUR glory more than you were terrified of Christ’s glory being tarnished by the disunity of the church. 
13. When I fear being rejected by a brother or sister who needs admonishing, then I care more about myself and the glory of my “kingdom of me” than I care about protecting gospel culture. And gospel culture is crucial to gospel mission. Why?
14. When a congregation fights over what food is part of the love feast, or over music or furniture, then lost people believe food and music and furniture are part of the gospel. Unbelievers see fighting as being part of the gospel.
B. Jesus’ Priest (15-16)
1. “15 But” says Paul, “on some points I have written to you very boldly by way of reminder….” Being a theologian, Paul knows the flesh, the Old Adam, is desperate for its own glory.
2. Being a pastor, Paul grieved over glory wars that start from thoughts hidden in our hearts as we compare ourselves to others – trying to find ways in which we are better, trying to find things that earn us more brownie points with God than someone else is supposedly earning, insisting we will not be content unless we have our own way.
3. He understands that without brothers and sisters being mutually accountable to each other for their attitudes and actions, the last resort of official church discipline has to become the first resort. And that always ends very badly.
4. As an apostle to the Gentiles, Paul is compelled to write very boldly to the Romans over these morally-neutral worship practices of diet. Their congregation is predominately Gentile and their potential worship war is a Jew-Gentile issue.
5. That’s why he adds the phrase, “because of the grace given me by God 16 to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles in the priestly service of the gospel of God”. That’s Paul’s catch-phrase meaning his special gift of grace in which Jesus called him to be an apostle (1 Cor. 3:10; Gal. 2:9; Eph. 3:2, 7, 8).

6. He writes very boldly because it’s his job to teach that Jesus declared all foods to be clean. What a shock it must have been for the Victorious Vegetarians to read such statements coming from a Jew! Paul the Jew has called the Roman Jewish Christians weak in their Jesus-trusting, weak in their understanding of the fullness of grace!
7. Why? Because at the end of the day, it’s not about Jewishness or Gentileness; it’s not even about Paul the apostle. The Christian life is ALL about the Lord Jesus Christ and his benefits.
8. Non-Jews are made holy by trust into the Gospel of God as they are set apart, or sanctified by the Holy Spirit. That’s a very bold statement in light of Judiazers for Jesus claims that the gospel is “Jesus + MY holy works” and not “Jesus paid it all; Jesus earned it all!”
9. Grace is a very bold message because human hearts are, by their sin nature, very legalistic. It takes believers a lifetime to grow into the grace of God offered in Christ (which is why the strong are to gently love and instruct the weak).
II. IT’S ALL ABOUT JESUS, MAN (15:17-21)
A. Jesus Does it All (17-19)
1. It’s easy to read 15:13-21 as being ABOUT Paul. But we would be totally wrong to read it that way! That’s not how Paul intended us to read it.
2. 17 In Christ Jesus, then, I have reason to be proud of my work for God. 18 For I will not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me to bring the Gentiles to obedience—by word and deed, 19 by the power of signs and wonders, by the power of the Spirit of God—so that from Jerusalem and all the way around to Illyricum I have fulfilled the ministry of the gospel of Christ….”
3. Paul uses a personal pronoun 5 times. But he only mentions himself in relation to God’s power, God’s work, and God’s message. It’s not about Paul and his good works. It about Father, Son, and Holy Spirit working in and through Paul for God’s glory.
4. If you’re anything like me, you love to talk about yourself. You trade time talking about yourself for listening to others only so long as you need to so that you can talk about yourself a little more. 
5. That’s what the Old Adam does; it thinks about ME. “How are you? Okay, that’s enough about you; I’m going to talk about me.” So it’s natural for us to think Paul is talking about himself here, instead of about Jesus.
6. So to make it very clear to us Paul writes, “I will not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me….” You and I can’t think that way unless our minds are transformed by gospel renewal (12:2) to understand that God’s one-way love is FAR more than a simple helping hand to our own self-improvement.
7. We need constant full-on confrontation with our sinful thoughts and attitudes, constant sweet repentance to see how great God’s unconditional love for us truly is. Only then, can we begin to be as Jesus-focused and Jesus-glorifying as Paul.

8. Jesus is most glorified on the cross at Calvary. So we most glorify Jesus when we die to our Old Adam and live to glorify him by seeking, saving, and serving others.

9. You won’t be able to perform the signs and wonders (v. 19) like Paul did. Signs and wonders belong to a very tight-knit and exclusive group of people in both OT and NT. They belonged to those called by God to give new direct revelation from God. Their miracles were always and only confirmation of the message God gave them.

10. But there is one ongoing miracle you CAN be a part of: the raising of the spiritually dead to spiritual life in Christ to bring glory to Christ. Paul did this from Jerusalem all the way around the eastern Mediterranean and up into modern-day Croatia.
11.  The ESV says, “I have fulfilled the ministry of the gospel of Christ” but what he actually says is I have fulfilled the gospel of Christ. He has fulfilled his own apostolic task of planting strategic churches;
 but he’s never done with the business of glorifying Jesus.
12. The deeper we go into the Jesus-glorifying business, the less we will be about our own preferences and demands and relative morality. When you see greater glimpses of how very boast-worthy God is, you will become a very bold priest of the gospel like Paul.
13. You heart will begin to break over the lostness of the lost, the deadness of the dead – not so you can improve your country’s political situation, not so you can enjoy worship the way you want it, not so you can earn brownie points or merit badges with God, but because you yearn to see Messiah Jesus glorified!
14. Step one is to see yourself as powerless over your Old Adam’s addiction to self-glory. Step two is sweet repentance and growing thankfulness that Jesus paid it all and Jesus earned it all. Step three is: “Repeat steps one and two constantly through Word and Sacrament in Christ and all his benefits.”

15. Sorry, Bill W. I just cut your program by nine steps down to the three Paul followed to renew his mind in the gospel as his life become less about Paul and more about Jesus.
16. I can cut it even further. Step one: “It’s ALL about Jesus!” Step two: “See step one.”
B. Ambition (20-21)
1. Paul writes, “20 and thus I make it my ambition to preach the gospel, not where Christ has already been named, lest I build on someone else’s foundation, 21 but as it is written, ‘Those who have never been told of him will see, / and those who have never heard will understand.’” 
2. Paul’s great passion was to see the lost found in Christ, the dead raised into life in Christ. His calling was the task of “planting”; others, like Apollos, were there to “water” and tend the fragile new growth (1 Cor. 3:5b–8).
3. Paul quotes Isa. 52:15 which is a part of the “suffering servant” passage that continues through Isa. 53. These are words about the suffering servant through whom the good news comes to the ends of the earth. Kings shut their mouths because of him who sprinkles the nations.
4. Why does Paul quote these prophetic words about Messiah Jesus? Because Paul knows he is Messiah’s instrument to bring the gospel to those for whom Jesus, the Suffering Servant, has died.
5. It is Paul’s ambition to do this. He is driven to glorify the Christ who died for him, the chief of sinners. Saul Paulus of Tarsus was driven by ambition to climb the corporate ladder of the Jewish temple system. But Jesus arrested him and transformed him with a gospel-renewed mind.
6. Saul’s impressive works became nothing more than sewerage to Paul; Paul is utterly driven with ambition to know more of Messiah Jesus and to glorify Jesus alone.

7. Is that where you and I are this morning? What is your real ambition?

8. Paul writes to Rome from Corinth, Greece as he waits for favorable sailing weather on his final leg in his journey to Jerusalem.

9. From Jerusalem, Paul will get an all-expense-paid trip to Rome. He will finally get to fellowship with the Romans believers. And God will use Paul to preach the gospel to the Roman rulers of Judea and to those in the Roman emperor’s palace.
What is your ambition? It is to glorify Jesus by sharing his one-way love with the lost and dying? The gospel culture is not about diets; it’s not about church clothes or church music; it’s not about any morally-neutral preference you have or I have. 
IT’S NOT ABOUT YOU OR ME! 
Step one: it’s all about Jesus. 
Step two: see step one.

May the Spirit allow you to trust boldly into Christ.
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