What in the World is God Doing?

Part 58: Jesus the Travel Agent
Romans 15:22-33
22 This is the reason why I have so often been hindered from coming to you. 23 But now, since I no longer have any room for work in these regions, and since I have longed for many years to come to you, 24 I hope to see you in passing as I go to Spain, and to be helped on my journey there by you, once I have enjoyed your company for a while. 25 At present, however, I am going to Jerusalem bringing aid to the saints. 26 For Macedonia and Achaia have been pleased to make some contribution for the poor among the saints at Jerusalem. 27 For they were pleased to do it, and indeed they owe it to them. For if the Gentiles have come to share in their spiritual blessings, they ought also to be of service to them in material blessings. 28 When therefore I have completed this and have delivered to them what has been collected, I will leave for Spain by way of you. 29 I know that when I come to you I will come in the fullness of the blessing of Christ. 

30 I appeal to you, brothers, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to strive together with me in your prayers to God on my behalf, 31 that I may be delivered from the unbelievers in Judea, and that my service for Jerusalem may be acceptable to the saints, 32 so that by God’s will I may come to you with joy and be refreshed in your company. 33 May the God of peace be with you all. Amen.
Travel magazines and shows will often give lists like, “101 Places to See Before You Die” or “The 40 Breathtaking Places to See Before You Die.” Paul lists three places on his bucket list: Jerusalem, the city of Rome, and Spain.
Jerusalem is in the opposite direction from Rome and Spain. As Paul writes to the Romans in the winter of A.D. 59, he is in Corinth, Greece. Rome is 993 miles north and west of Corinth; Jerusalem is 817 miles to the south east as the crow flies (and ships hugged the coastline, making the actual travel mileage to Jerusalem much longer). So you don’t have to have a degree in geography or to be an international traveler to know that you don’t go to Spain by going to Jerusalem – unless you’re racking up free airline miles.
Paul wants to visit Rome on his way to Spain. But he’s headed almost 1,000 miles in the opposite direction. The prophet Jonah was told to go preach in Nineveh and caught a ship bound in the opposite direction to Spain. Paul WANTS to go preach in Spain but is waiting for a ship headed in the opposite direction to the Palestinian coast. Paul is not racking up free travel miles; so his itinerary is puzzling.
I. ROME AND HELP (15:22-24a)
A. Done (22)
1. First, he writes of his plans to come to Rome. Remember that he opened his letter expressing his long-held desire to visit Rome:
9 For God is my witness, whom I serve with my spirit in the gospel of his Son, that without ceasing I mention you 10 always in my prayers, asking that somehow by God’s will I may now at last succeed in coming to you. 11 For I long to see you, that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to strengthen you— 12 that is, that we may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith, both yours and mine.
2. The reasons Paul had not been able to visit Rome were a series of divine callings to travel to areas in Roman Asia to preach the gospel. When you are saved into Christ, he owns you and uses you and moves you where he wills. 

3. For believers, Jesus is our travel agent. You don’t MAKE him your travel agent; He IS your travel agent.

4. When Jesus is your travel agent, his itinerary trumps your itinerary. 
5. You may remember in Acts, Paul was called by God through a vision to change his travel plans and go to Macedonia (Acts 16:9) after being forbidden by the Holy Spirit from going into another region.
6. As he sits in Corinth, writing Romans, he knows his work along the Eastern Mediterranean is finished. God is no longer compelling him to work in that area. He has a deep desire to see Rome and knows many, many believers there.

B. Starting (23)
1. But Paul isn’t planning to stay in Rome very long. He wants to enjoy their fellowship, worship with them, and give them his vision for evangelizing the western reaches of the empire.
2. One thing we learn from 15:22-33 is that wherever Jesus the travel agent takes us, we are placed there for the sake of the gospel. Jesus doesn’t put us in a city or in a church for the sake of our well-being, or for our entertainment or entitlement, but for the sake of gospel ministry.
3. So when Paul considers moving on, he firsts takes note that the work God has given him to do has come to some kind of completion. People often ask, “When should I change my church? When should I change my job? When should move on to another city?” 
4. Paul would answer, “Has the work God called you to do where you are been completed? Until you are certain God’s work for you is done where you are, you dare not move.”

5. Paul’s desire to go to Spain will not go away because he knows he is called to preach Christ where Christ has not been preached. Paul worked for a living. He was a tent-maker.
6. But NOWHERE do we read that Paul ever moved to another place because he could make more money selling tents there or because he was bored with tent-making in Ephesus or Corinth.

7. What drove Paul wasn’t the ebb and flow of the tent business, but his aspiration to serve the Lord Jesus Christ. Are you being called by Jesus to serve him in another place, or are you making a move for the sake of the American dream of personal fulfillment?

8. When Jesus is your travel agent, he sets your agenda for HIS glory. And since you’re created for his glory, your highest joy will come through serving Jesus. 

9. When you look for a new home, is your first consideration, “How can I serve the Lord there in that neighborhood?” Is the gospel absolutely first in your life?
II. SPAIN (15:24)
A. Share the Vision
1. When Jesus is your travel agent, he will excite you about your journey and your destination.
2. Paul had a drive to go glorify Jesus in Spain. This was an underlying reason he wrote to the Roman congregation. Paul wanted the Roman church to become his sending congregation. He needed the 3 “Ps”: pay; prayer; and people to go along with him.
3. He is hoping that people who read this letter will respond to it with a desire for evangelism. What are WE going to do with 58 weeks of study in Romans? How are YOU responding? Has God’s Word changed you, or bored you?
4. Paul produces this extraordinary exposition of the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ so that all his readers, including you and me, will come to embrace this message as the central focus of our lives in an experiential (not simply intellectual) way. A gospel-renewed mind produces gospel-centered living.
5. Paul trusts the Holy Spirit will stir up people in Rome who want to go along on this great mission of evangelism and church planting. How can people come to glorify Jesus if they don’t hear of Jesus? How can they hear unless missionaries are sent out (10:14-17)?
6. Again, what are YOU going to do with Romans? I wonder if some people sat in the Roman congregation as this letter was read and thought, “This is a really LONG letter. Can’t we move on to something else?”

7. But since God’s Word never returns to him empty, we know there were others who heard this glorious letter and were moved to evangelism, moved with a heart for the lost, moved to see in a fresh way how their lives are to be all about Jesus!
8. There were those who examined their finances and prepared to give Paul funds for his mission. There were those who prayed about going along on this trip to be church planters, teachers, elders and deacons. There were those who committed to pray earnestly for Jesus to be glorified in Jerusalem and Spain as Paul traveled.
9. Woe to us if this letter to the Romans does not produce in us a passion for telling people about Jesus! Step one: It’s all about Jesus! Step two: See step one!
B. Why Spain?
1. When Jesus is your travel agent, he books the dates according to his schedule. “Parts of Spain (which in the ancient world included all the Iberian Peninsula) had been occupied by Rome since about 200 B.C.; but it was only in Paul’s lifetime that the Romans had fully organized the entire area.”
 

2. Why Spain? It seems Paul wanted to stay within the boundaries of the Roman Empire. Perhaps he saw Spain as a completion of the geographic arch he began in Jerusalem and left in Illyricum.

3. Spain was finally “civilized” as far as the Romans were concerned. The time was right to enter that region with the gospel. The Spaniards were learning Latin and Greek. Roman cities and Roman roads were built.

4. Most importantly for Paul, no one had yet been to Spain with the gospel. He wouldn’t be stepping on anyone else’s work as he brought more Gentiles into Christ’s Kingdom (15:20-21).
III. JERUSALEM AND PRAYER WRESTLING (15:25-33)
A. To the Jew First
1. Before he can head to the city of Rome and Spain, Paul is headed to Jerusalem. “25 At present, however, I am going to Jerusalem bringing aid to the saints. 26 For Macedonia and Achaia have been pleased to make some contribution for the poor among the saints at Jerusalem. 27 For they were pleased to do it, and indeed they owe it to them. For if the Gentiles have come to share in their spiritual blessings, they ought also to be of service to them in material blessings.”
2. Paul doesn’t plan to stay long in Jerusalem. He indicates to the Romans that he will be in Rome shortly. But first, he is headed to Jerusalem on deacon’s work. 
3. He has a contribution for the deacon’s fund of the mother church at Jerusalem. And this collection was a HUGE thing for Paul on his third missionary journey.  The letters he wrote on that trip (c.f. 1 Cor. 16:1–2; 2 Cor. 8–9) mention the collection. 
4. Paul believes the collection is a concrete way for his Gentile churches to acknowledge and honor their Jewish heritage. Their scripture is the Jewish scripture; their savior is the Jewish Messiah. They are grafted into the Abrahamic Covenant to become part of a new race (c.f. 1:16; 4:13–16; 11:17–24; 15:7–8).
5. Some scholars suggest Paul was rather heavy-handed in his drive to gather money. At times, Paul seemed to obsess over this collection as he wrote strong appeals for the churches he founded to pony up their cash.
6. 2 Corinthians 8 and 9 are often preached as sermons on Christian giving. But they are not about our regular giving to our own churches. They are entirely to do with this particular funding drive, a “super giving” or “special offering” that would confirm the unity between Jew and Gentile as one new race, one people of God.

7. Paul was certain this offering – he calls it a koinōnia, literally, a “fellowship”
 – would show the Jewish believers of Jerusalem they were one with the Gentiles of the Eastern Mediterranean. 
B. Change of Agenda
1. Paul doesn’t invite the churches of Rome or Antioch to participate in this donation; why? Because it seems there’s a personal component to the offering and he didn’t plant those churches. Paul likely hopes this will help his personal reputation with the Jerusalem congregation.
2. It seems Paul believes he can go hand this bag of money to James and the Jerusalem elders to bring about peace and harmony between himself and his congregations and the Judiazers for Jesus – everything will be rainbows and fluffy bunnies in the Church.
3. He knows the Messiah-rejecting Jews of Jerusalem are out for his blood. He perhaps foresees some friction with certain members of the Jerusalem congregation. But he has no idea what a tepid reception awaits him from James and the Jerusalem elders!
4. He told the Ephesian elders (on his way to Jerusalem), “22 And now, behold, I am going to Jerusalem, constrained by the Spirit, not knowing what will happen to me there, 23 except that the Holy Spirit testifies to me in every city that imprisonment and afflictions await me. 24 But I do not account my life of any value nor as precious to myself, if only I may finish my course and the ministry that I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the grace of God (Acts 20:22-24).
5. When Paul landed in Tyre on his way to Jerusalem Luke writes in Acts 21:4, “And through the Spirit they were telling Paul not to go on to Jerusalem.” Paul believes the Spirit is telling him to go to Jerusalem. Other prophets are telling Paul not to go.

6. God sends Agabus the prophet to Paul: “10 …a prophet named Agabus came down from Judea. 11 And coming to us, he took Paul’s belt and bound his own feet and hands and said, “Thus says the Holy Spirit, ‘This is how the Jews at Jerusalem will bind the man who owns this belt and deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles.’ ” 12 When we heard this, we and the people there urged him not to go up to Jerusalem. 13 Then Paul answered, “What are you doing, weeping and breaking my heart? For I am ready not only to be imprisoned but even to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus.” 14 And since he would not be persuaded, we ceased and said, “Let the will of the Lord be done” (Acts 21:10-14, emphasis added). 
7. Do you get the sense of Paul’s absolute determination to take this “fellowship offering” to Jerusalem? I think Paul was SO hopeful this money would unify the church it’s possible he ignored God’s warnings.
8. He could have headed on to Rome and let the men with him carry the offering to James and the Jerusalem church. But he absolutely refused because unity among all believers was something for which Paul was willing to die.
9. If Paul was willing to die for the unity Jesus died to bring to his people, what are WE willing to do for the unity of believers?

10. Paul comes into Jerusalem at a very tense political time. Before the decade is out, there will be an all-out Jewish war against Rome ending a year later in the temple’s destruction.
11. Roman soldiers and politicians are on edge when Paul arrives. The church is one edge. There is strong anti-gentile sentiment in Jerusalem spilling over into the church; and Paul’s arrival puts James and the Jerusalem elders in a pickle.

12. Luke makes no mention of what happens to Paul’s offering. James tells Paul that Paul is rather unpopular in James’ congregation and asks Paul to participate in some Jewish temple practices to smooth things over and prove his Jewishness.

13. We get the very strong impression that this very costly expression of love from the mostly-poor Gentile believers to the poor of Jerusalem meant little to nothing to the Jerusalem church elders. 
14. God was pleased with the Gentiles saints’ good works; but Paul’s personal agenda didn’t work out.
15. When Jesus is your travel agent, sometimes YOUR plans change in dramatic, unexpected ways. Paul was beaten within an inch of his life in the temple by Messiah-hating Jews intent on killing him. He was rescued by Roman soldiers and spent two years in Roman custody in Palestine.
16. Nowhere does Luke mention that the Jerusalem church helped him in any way. So, it seems his whole trip ought to be called a disaster – EXCEPT, Jesus is the travel agent and he doesn’t book disasters.

17. During those two years, Paul evangelizes Roman soldiers, two Roman governors, and the King and Queen of Judea. Finally, he appeals his case to Caesar and receives his all-expense-paid trip to the city of Rome, with more evangelism work and miracles along the difficult journey.
C. Prayer
1. When Jesus is your travel agent, he will carry you through the hard places.
2. By the time Paul sits in custody, beaten within an inch of his life and wondering what has become of his great plans, his letter has reached Rome. Those who have been moved by it are praying just as Paul requested they do. 
3. Paul had written, “30 I appeal to you, brothers, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to strive together with me in your prayers to God on my behalf, 31 that I may be delivered from the unbelievers in Judea, and that my service for Jerusalem may be acceptable to the saints, 32 so that by God’s will I may come to you with joy and be refreshed in your company.”

4. That phrase “strive together with me” comes from a word describing athletic contests and military battles. It suggests Jacobs wrestling match with the pre-incarnate Jesus in Genesis 32.

5. Calvin wrote, “…by bidding them to assist in this contest, [Paul] shows how the godly ought to pray for their brethren, that they are to assume their person, as though they were placed in the same difficulties….”

6. We see evidence of Jesus answering the prayers of the saints for Paul. Luke tells us in Acts 23:11 that as Paul sat beaten up and under guard: “11 …the Lord stood by him and said, “Take courage, for as you have testified to the facts about me in Jerusalem, so you must testify also in Rome.” 
7. Note that Paul, who (as he writes to the Romans from Corinth) may suspect trouble even from the believers in Jerusalem, calls them saints. Many of these “saints” may have accepted the slander made against Paul. But Paul still meekly calls them believers.
8. He demonstrates the love of the Spirit (v. 30) that binds together all true believers. Though he suspected he might be wronged, yet he spoke honorably of those who thought dishonorably of him.

9. As Paul writes these last sentences of Romans, he knows unrest is coming his way. He has been warned and will be warned even more in no uncertain terms. With that in mind, he makes a final prayer-wish for the Romans: 33 May the God of peace be with you all. Amen. 
What a poignant prayer-wish that is from a man who sees the potential for church conflict in Rome between the Carnivores for Christ and the Victorious Vegetarians. A wish for peace from an apostle about to step into another bitter war where his travel plans will seemingly fall apart; where HIS plan to bring Christian unity is totally upended by Jesus’ plan.

The Bible is silent on whether Paul ever made it to Spain. There’s scant historical evidence he did. But his letter to the Romans made it to Spain. All the letters Paul wrote from prison in Rome made it to Spain – and around the circle of the whole globe! Jesus’ plans for Paul came to FAR greater things than Paul could imagine. If you are in Christ, Jesus IS your travel agent. You don’t need to “make” Jesus anything; he’s already everything.
When Jesus is your travel agent, his itinerary trumps your itinerary. When Jesus is your travel agent, he sets your agenda for HIS glory. He sends you wherever you go for the sake of the gospel. He will excite you about your journey and your destination. But he will book the dates according to his schedule. When Jesus is your travel agent, sometimes YOUR plans change in dramatic, unexpected ways.
Finally, when Jesus is your travel agent, he gives you this absolute guarantee:

16 And I will lead the blind / in a way that they do not know, / in paths that they have not known / I will guide them. / I will turn the darkness before them into light, / the rough places into level ground. / These are the things I do, 

and I do not forsake them (Isa. 42:16).
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