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Robert Yarbrough is a professor at Covenant Seminary in St. Louis. He was 

Shana’s thesis advisor, and both of us attended his classes. Dr. Yarbrough is a 

serious student and teacher of the Greek New Testament, a prolific reviewer of 

books, and the author of both commentaries and standalone volumes, including 

one of my favorite books of the last few years, A Clash of Visions (I referenced 

it in a sermon a couple of years back). He has been a pastor and pastoral 

associate of various churches. He has traveled the world in order to teach and 

train others for the gospel ministry, including in Eastern Europe and Sudan. In 

personal interactions, he is capable of giving sound, caring counsel. He cares 

about discipleship in the local church. And - on top of all that - his early 

working years were spent as a lumberjack in Montana, and he remains a man 

who loves to be outside, especially when spending time with his German 

Shepherd. Dr. Yarbrough has a comprehensive vision of the Christian ministry. 

He works with his hands, his head, and his heart. He wants to spread the Gospel 

and help those who believe it to grow in their faith. He balances the world of 

study with the world of people. He loves God’s creation and God’s Word. Dr. 

Yarbrough reminds me of the apostle Paul. Paul was a man who was passionate 

for the gospel of Jesus Christ, and his ministry was a comprehensive, 

balanced ministry. As we conclude our study of Romans 15, it is worthwhile 

to observe the scope of Paul’s ministry, so that we too can have a sense of 

what balanced, comprehensive ministry looks like in our own context. 

 

Both balance and comprehensiveness are hard to come by in the church these 

days. The church like other institutions is prone to extremes. A concern for 

doctrinal integrity leads some to become unloving heresy-hunters. A concern 

for hospitality and kindness leads others to become heretics. And the ministry 

is plagued by a lack of comprehensiveness. Everything is more bureaucratic 

these days. When congregations grow, professional ministry staffing tends to 

be broken down into ever more specific types of ministry. Today we have 

social media pastors and executive directors of grade school ministry, assistant 

directors of contemporary worship and graphic designers for the senior adult 

ministry. In this mix, the office of pastor becomes more and more difficult to 



define. Are we counselors or university-style lecturers or leadership experts or 

digital gurus? But the example of Paul cuts through all this confusion. 

 

Last week, we saw how the fifteenth chapter is broken into three sections, 

marked by three different benedictions. We covered Christ’s example to the 

church (vv. 1-6) and Christ’s mission in the world (vv. 7-13). Today we will 

see Paul’s heart for ministry. The book of Romans testifies to the apostle’s 

balance. He ministers with head, heart, and hands. He wants to preach the 

gospel and grow believers up in the faith. For Paul, there is not a division 

between truth and love, or repentance and joy. His ministry is comprehensive, 

in the sense that it is well-rounded. Today, we will observe Paul’s commitment 

to discipleship, evangelism, fellowship, mercy, and prayer. 

 

Discipleship. Notice that in v. 14 Paul acknowledges that the Roman 

Christians are “full of goodness, filled with all knowledge, and able to instruct 

one another.” And yet, according to v. 15, Paul believes that he has received 

grace from God to offer them bold reminders on some points. In v. 16 Paul 

speaks of his ministry as priestly service. The Old Testament priest was a 

teacher and guide who strove with the people so that they might have 

reconciled relationships with God. Through obedient knowledge of the law and 

contrite and sincere use of the sacrificial system, the people could walk in 

freedom. Paul wants these Christians to be “sanctified by the Holy Spirit.” As 

Paul said in 8:5-6, “For those who live according to the flesh set their minds 

on the things of the flesh, but those who live according to the Spirit set their 

minds on the things of the Spirit. To set the mind of the flesh is death, but to 

set the mind of the Spirit is life and peace.” Paul understands sanctification as 

being set free from sin and death in order to be led by God’s Spirit in freedom. 

This is part of Paul’s work which he is, in Christ, proud of (v. 17). According 

to v. 18, his goal is to win obedience from the Gentiles. This obedience requires 

the evangelism of which we are about to speak, but it also requires the steady 

teaching of discipleship, of training others up in the faith. 

 

Evangelism. In vv. 18-19, Paul talks about how the Holy Spirit worked 

through him as he traveled from Jerusalem to Illyricum preaching the good 

news. Illyricum was a Roman province bordering the Adriatic Sea. We do not 

know the extent to which he ministered there, but it must have occurred during 

his time spent in the nearby region of Macedonia. His goal in these travels has 



been to preach the good news in regions where Christ has not already been 

named (v. 20). In v. 21, he quotes Isaiah 52:15 in order to justify this frontier 

mission work. The context there is the story of the Suffering Servant. The 

Servant will be crushed for our iniquities and wounded for our healing, but 

after his suffering he will be lifted up and exalted. Nations and kings will be 

silenced. Those who had not heard of him and his exaltation will be told. Paul 

saw this as prophetic of the mission work of the young church. According to 

v. 22-23, Paul believes that his work in the eastern half of the Roman Empire 

is complete and that he is now free to visit Rome. His ultimate plan is to make 

it all the way to Spain with the help of the Romans (vv. 24, 28). In all these 

travels, he will be preaching and proclaiming the name of Jesus. 

 

Fellowship. During this work, Paul will also seek mutually beneficial 

relationships with the Roman Christians. He had stated this intention all the 

way back in chapter one: “For I long to see you, that I may impart to you some 

spiritual gift to strengthen you, that is, that we may be mutually encouraged by 

each other’s faith, both yours and mine” (1:11-12). According to v. 24, Paul 

plans to enjoy the company of the Romans. According to v. 29, his visit to 

Rome will come in the blessing of Christ. Herein we see echoes of chapters 

twelve and thirteen. Paul wants to love these Roman Christian neighbors. He 

wants to dwell with them as the body of Christ in which each member has a 

function which benefits the whole. 

 

Mercy. There is one other major reason why Paul must continue his delay in 

visiting Rome. According to vv. 25-28, he is attempting to bring an offering 

from the Gentile Christians to whom he has ministered to benefit the poor 

saints of Jerusalem. As he writes in v. 27, “...they were pleased to do it, and 

indeed they are in debt 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.” Note that even though Paul is a teacher and frontier preacher of the 

gospel, he cannot neglect the work of mercy. He is also in the business of 

extending material blessing to impoverished members of the Christian 

community. 

 

Prayer. Lastly, we must observe the ministry of prayer. In the closing verses 

of the chapter, Paul appeals to the Romans to join with him in prayer (v. 30). 

Note that the prayer he is asking them to undertake is for the very ministry that 



he is currently completing. According to v. 31-32, he is praying to have success 

in his mercy mission to Jerusalem so that he could come with joy to Rome and 

find fellowship with the Christians there, this being a step in his ultimate goal 

to preach all the way to Spain. In v. 33, he offers a benediction that the God of 

peace would be with them. The “amen” at the end of the benediction shows us 

that he is actively praying for peace for them. In fact, he has already written in 

1:9 that he always mentions these Roman Christians in his prayers. It is 

fundamental to Pauline spirituality to remember that the experience of God’s 

peace is tied up with the work of prayer. As he so beautifully wrote in 

Philippians 4:6-7: “Have no anxiety about anything, but in everything by 

prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to 

God. And the peace of God, which passes all understanding, will keep your 

hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” 

 

Paul had a balanced, comprehensive ministry. He worked with head, heart, and 

hands. Romans 15 gives us a picture of Paul as engaged in the ministries of 

discipleship, evangelism, fellowship, mercy, and prayer. This model is crucial 

for us today. We can hyper focus on specialized ministries. We can get out of 

balance with our goals. In an age in which everything seems to be about PR 

and staying relevant in the marketplace, we can become confused about the 

nature of ministry. But in this passage, it is all laid out for us with simplicity. 

What are we called to do as a church? We are called to teach and be taught 

through processes of discipleship. We are called to talk to other people about 

Jesus. We are called to have warm and mutually beneficial fellowship with one 

another. We are called to extend mercy to those who are struggling and hurting. 

We are called to pray and offer our hearts and minds in worship to God. That’s 

it. It’s not always easy, but it is not complicated. The people of First Pres must 

make a commitment to get back to the fundamentals of our faith. Bible study, 

evangelism, care for the needy, time with one another, and lots and lots of 

prayer. This is Paul’s model to us, and this is, I believe, God’s will for our 

church. 

 


