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A friend of mine had finished his theological training and been appointed to a smallish church in the Wollongong region. And seeing I was still training myself for the ministry, on a rare weekend off, I went down to visit him and of course went along to Church on the Sunday morning.

Now when the time came to start the service, Richard went to the front and welcomed everyone and gave some announcements. Then he introduced the first hymn and proceeded to go down to the organ to play that hymn. He got up and prayed. He then did the Bible reading, the kids talk, the pastoral prayer, the sermon, and played for all the hymns. He announced the benediction and shook hands at the door and the congregation then filed into the Church Hall for morning tea and I half expected to see Richard serving the tea and coffee and then do the washing up afterwards.

I was talking to him afterwards and I asked why did you have to do everything? And he said to me, “this is a very traditional Presbyterian Church and so anything to do with ministry is expected to be done by the minister” As you can imagine, it is a Church that has never grown very much, before or after.

And sometimes, just sometimes I think of the apostle Paul as a bit like my friend Richard, there he is going from place to place planting Churches. Working as a leather worker by day, discipling Christians by night. Preaching on the weekend. Evangelising well I don’t know when he would fit that in, but he obviously found some time to do it as all his churches seemed to grow. 

And in his spare time there he is writing letters like Romans, Galatians, Corinthians, Philemon. And to be able to do all that he must have been a man who studied the Scriptures, thought the issues through and so helped steer the good ship Christianity out of the port of Israel and let it set sail throughout the world. In short, Paul seems like a one man band. A colossus. An incredibly talented guy, who had this ability to keep all the balls in the air. And that makes me feel incredibly inadequate, because I’m not like that.

And then comes along, chapters 15 and 16 of Romans. And like the credits at the end of the movie, so Paul lets us in on the real picture. It’s not a one man band. It’s a team effort. Sure Paul has a significant part to play, but just as a good movie needs the actor and the gaffer boy, the caterer & the director, the cameraman & the accountant, so the Church needs all hands on deck. It is not a one man band. It’s a team effort as well. Now why is a team effort? Because the task is such an enormous one!

1. The Task. 15:14-33 Look with me at what Paul says is the task of the Church towards the end of chapter 15. It is about being doing the priestly duty of proclaiming the gospel of God so that the gentiles might become an offering acceptable to God and sanctified by the Holy Spirit. That’s what he says in verse 16. Paul says the job of the Church is to offer an acceptable sacrifice to God.
But it’s not to offer dead animals but live people. Holy people, people who have been filled with God’s grace and so live out that grace in all that they do and say. That’s the Churches job. Not just to make me holy, but to make us holy. Not just chip away at my lifestyle but to encourage others to chip away at their life style as well. 

A while back I spoke to someone outside the Church. And their response was don’t worry about me, I’ve always been spiritual, I don’t need to go to church to worship God. True, but isn’t that a selfish attitude, I don’t need to. Nothing about others need me to, or to encourage the person who needs to grow in their faith, let alone an example to their family, none of whom go to Church. We are priests, who come to worship God ourselves and then go out and 

b) proclaim the message of Jesus, that’s what verses 17-19 are all about. Paul says he will not venture to speak of anything except what God has accomplished through him. He wants to preach the gospel. So the Church is not just a holy huddle, it’s one that takes the preaching of God’s word seriously. Through its words and actions.

c) Which leads to the planting of Churches (v20-22). Paul says it has always been his ambition to preach the gospel where Christ was not known. That’s why he has travelled on at least three missionary journeys, from Jerusalem, to Antioch, to Asia Minor, on to Europe, up to Illyricum, onto to Greece and Macedonia. He doesn’t want to just preach to the converted, he wants to boldly go where no Christian man has ever gone before him. 

So his strategy was to evangelise the populous and influential cities and plant Churches there, and then train others to go out to the surrounding villages and do likewise. So over the last 25 years he has done that to the whole of the Eastern Mediterranean. Because the Church is about planting Churches &

d) it’s about looking after the poor, verses 25 onwards. So now Paul is on his way to Jerusalem with some cash the churches of Asia & Europe have put aside, so that the Christians in Jerusalem & Judea the ones who sent the apostles out in the first place, could share in the material blessings of the new Gentile believers. They shared their spiritual blessings with the Gentiles and now the Gentiles are sharing their material blessings with the Jews.

Thus Paul’s missionary vision extends beyond just evangelism to unity amongst the people of God. To community. To drawing different people from different nations and different backgrounds together as one. To care and help and befriend and build up all the aspects of the Church. To get rid of the ancient divisions of Jew and Gentile and even though it might cost him his life, Paul says this as terribly important. 

e) And his vision was all about giving praise to God. For that’s how the letter ends. Giving praise and glory and honour to the one who has revealed the good news about Jesus. Who is equipping preachers and planters to grow his Church. Who is reconciling the world to himself through the preaching of the gospel of Jesus.

That’s Paul’s task. And it’s an mammoth task. An incredible vision. A monumental undertaking. And he wants the Romans to be a part of it. And he wants us to be a part of it. Not to say, I don’t need to come to church, I’m alright thanks. Not to say, the message wasn’t very inspiring today, so I didn’t get much out of Church tonight. But to see what we do here is the tip of the ice berg and that God has a vision for us to offer this community up as a sacrifice to God himself. To preach, to plant, to provide for the poor, so that we can complete the task that Paul started some 2000 years ago. 

That is Paul’s ambition he says. That’s what makes him tick. That’s what drives him on. But I wonder what your ambition is? What makes you tick, what drives you on, what gets your juices pumping? Is it to live a comfortable and happy life? Is it to be in good health? Is it to provide for your family? Is it to travel?

Paul would say to us, the task is still urgent. The need is still great. The gospel still needs to be preached. Churches still need to be planted. The poor needs to be encouraged. God’s glory still needs to be praised. And the Paul’s of this world can’t do it all by themselves.

When Bill Clinton was a school boy, he had a teacher; a teacher who filled his class with huge ambitions. He said to the kids in the class you can be just whatever you want to be. Aim high. If you want to do it, you can even become president of the United States. Now Bill Clinton believed him. And that's exactly what he became. And not only that, apparently there were six other kids in the class who are all famous because they've reached the top of their professions.

Of course, that means there were still 20 or 25 other kids who didn't. But as someone else once said, If you aim for the moon and hit the fence, at least you've hit the fence. Well, let me tell you, Paul's thinking big. He's aiming for the moon. Because Paul wants to change the world and as he writes here about his strategy, he's gone a long way towards changing the world already. He's made the snowball, and he's set it rolling. And it's going to get bigger and bigger and bigger. And he says the task is so great that we need a team, a team of those committed to it.

2. The Team. And so then in chapter 16 he outlines the team of Christians in Rome and for good measure later on in the chapter he will talk about some of the team that is with him in Corinth, the place that he is writing this letter from. He lists 26 people from Rome and another 8 in Corinth. And as you were listening to Lynne and wondering whether she would stumble over the pronunciation of some of their names I’m sure you were as excited as if she was reading the phone book. 
Now there are those texts from the Bible that answer so clearly our questions of life that we suddenly feel the presence and power of God with such reality. But the early part of Romans 16 is not like that. It is not a wonderful, much beloved passage. Few have probably said "My whole life changed that night in a hotel room when I picked up a Gideon’s Bible and turned to Romans 16:6 and read, "Say hello to Mary."

But the task that God has given us as a Church is all about people. Men and women, Married couples and singles, slaves and free, rich and poor, Greek, Jews, Romans and others. It’s all about people. Different people who have been brought together for the task of telling others about Jesus. Lots and lots of people doing lots and lots of different things but all working together so as to help people become Christians.


This is not just a boring list of names, a phone book of people, a list of credits at the end of the movie. It’s a photo album of people that Paul knows is part of his team. 

The first picture is that of “Our sister Phoebe, a servant in the church.” Paul told the Roman Christians that she would be visiting them soon and that they should, “receive her in the Lord, as one who is worthy of high honour. Help her in every way you can, for she has helped many in their needs, including me.” Form a picture in your mind of someone who keeps on doing things for others and you’ll see Phoebe. 


Then Paul takes his finger and taps on a snapshot labelled ‘Priscilla and Aquila’. They have their arms around each other—obviously deeply in love. And yet, they are not looking at each other, they are gazing out of the photo to a hurting and fallen world. Tears wells up in Paul’s eyes: “They risked their lives for me,” he tells me as he continues to tap on their photo. Then he continues, “I am not the only one who is thankful to them; so are all the Gentile churches.” 

Next he showed me a picture of his dear friend Epenetus. He doesn’t say much about Epenetus, he simply says that he “was the very first person to become a Christian in the province of Asia.” Isn’t it incredible, that he is still being faithful after all this time? Paul goes on to show us a snap shot of Andronicus and Junia. He said that they were like family to him when they were in prison together for being Christians. “They are respected among the apostles and became Christians before I did,” said Paul. In prison with Paul, for being Christians. That meant that they have suffered greatly.

On and on he goes, this person worked hard for you, they are someone I greatly loved, she was like a mum to me, he has opened his home to you and to others. He is like you, in Christ. We get the picture that the Church is an enthusiastic bunch of people who are doing it all for the glory of God because they have experienced the saving love of Jesus Christ. This single chapter is worth all the books on Church theology ever written because it gives us a picture of what the Church is, rather than just a theological definition of what the Church should be. 

This is not a one man band. It’s a team of Christians working together. The task is too great, the challenge too urgent. There can be no passengers. Everyone must put their shoulder to the wheel. Which means there needs to be .... 

3. Teamwork.  Because let us be honest, there aren’t many like the apostle Paul today are there? How many of us here will be going on our Roman holiday not to look at the Coliseum or the Spanish steps or even the art galleries but instead to raise support so we can preach the gospel in Spain? Yes some will be on the front line like the apostle Paul. But there are others who are just as faithful because they generously give the financial support to enable the Paul’s of this world to go & preach the gospel
That’s why Paul asks the Christians in Rome for their assistance to go on to Spain. That’s why he has collected money from the European and Asian Church and he is taking it to Jerusalem. Because the task is so great, and the need is so urgent that finance has to be raised for the Church to continue to grow. Now nothing much has changed today. We are by no means a big Church but if we are going to pay our way and pay for say half my wage and expenses, then we need to find some $40,000 a year or $800 a week – currently we pay for about $300 on a good week. But one way we can be part of the team is to provide finance for the Church so it can complete its task.

Another way is offer prayer support. Paul says to the Christians in Rome at the end of Chapter 15, please continue to join me in the struggle by praying to God for me. For rescue from the unbelievers in Jerusalem, for my ministry, for my service to be acceptable to the saints there and that I might be able to join you soon in Rome and so we both can be encouraged in the faith.

Prayer you see is an essential Christian activity and without prayer the mission of the Church will flounder. But there is nothing automatic or easy about prayer. It is not like a coin operated machine, where you put in the request and out it comes down the bottom. You have to struggle to determine God’s will. You must pray for open hearts. You must hope that God will do something even before we do anything. 

Do you know I was listening to a Presbyterian minister speak recently and he had recently rung up four of the biggest missionary organisations in Australia and asked them the question what is your biggest need right now? Now I wonder what you think they would say? More candidates? More money? More resources? No none of them said that. All of them said, we lack prayer support. Most of our prayer bulletins are sent to people in nursing homes. Because of the pressure of busyness we don’t pray like we should. The prayer groups that meet are mainly formed from the elderly. We don’t need more candidates, we need more people to pray.
But being part of a team is not just about finance and prayers. It is about watching out for those who cause divisions, so it’s about unity within the team. It’s about hospitality, like Gaius & writing letters like Tertius and it’s about being a fellow worker like Timothy. 

Go, give, work and pray. That’s what we are being called to do as a Church. Not stay, live comfortably and come to Church once a week. The task is so urgent. The team involves us all. The work has to be shared amongst us. The message of Romans is not just about what we believe, it’s what we are going to do about it! 
And so we leave the hearing of God’s word and we start the doing of God’s word. The task is so great, that a team is needed. So are you a part of the team?

