
Striving Together
Romans 15:22-33

How should we be involved in the work of missions?  That’s 
really the application for us as we study this text at the end of 
Romans 15.  My purpose in preaching is not simply to teach a 
history lesson, though this account is certainly historical.  But 
rather, what should we be doing?

And why are we doing what we are doing?  Why did we have 
Danny and Ariel Rorebaugh here last month, speaking to us 
about the support ministry they will be doing for Wycliffe Bible 
Translators?  Why did we have Sam Folta here last fall, updating 
us on the work he has done in Asia.  Why do we spend a good 
portion of our budget on mission work outside our own 
congregation.  It is over 12% of our budget.  That’s a lot of money.

Why do we pray for our missionaries?  Why do we have them 
come visit and report to us whenever possible?  I believe all of 
those questions can be answered simply by referring to Romans 
15.  Paul wants to visit Rome, in the worst way.  His human plans 
have been thus far frustrated, but he has still prepared those 
plans.  He had written very early in this great letter,

Rom.1:13  “Now I do not want you to be unaware, brethren, 
that I often planned to come to you (but was hindered until now), 
that I might have some fruit among you also, just as among the 
other Gentiles.”

He repeats his desire here,
v.22-25

Actually, we see three levels of planning.  His immediate plan 
is to go to Jerusalem.  Then, on to Rome, but ultimately, he plans 
to go as far as Spain.  Now, Scripture doesn’t tell us whether or 

not he got to Spain.  Historical testimony does give some support 
that he did, for there are some historians who make reference to 
Paul reaching that far away place in western Europe.  But we 
know for sure that he did go on to Jerusalem, and then to Rome, 
albeit as a prisoner!

But Rome was not the place of his missionary work.  The 
church at Rome was a local church who would support his 
missionary work.  So Paul would visit the church as he went to 
other nations, nations where he would fulfill his calling and 
ambition “to preach the gospel, not where Christ was named, lest 
I should build on another man’s foundation,” as we read in 
Romans 15:20.

He goes to Rome just for the personal contact, and his 
example ought to be imitated.

I. WE SHOULD HAVE PERSONAL CONTACT WITH OUR 
MISSIONARIES.

Missionaries ought not to be impersonal acquaintances.  They 
shouldn’t be merely a line-item in our budget.  They shouldn’t 
even be just a picture, or a newsletter.  They should be people, 
and they should be people whom we know!

I am very thankful that we don’t require our missionaries to be 
their own fundraisers, to travel among churches begging for 
money, for 2 years or sometimes more, before they are ever sent 
off to the place of their service.  We don’t require them to raise 
personally their own financial quota, such that every missionary 
visit to every church has as its goal securing commitments for a 
pledge of money.  I often comment from my own observations 
that many of those most effective as missionaries are actually not 
very effective as fund-raisers, and that obligation is very 
burdensome for them.  I hope you understand how we support 
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missions as a denomination.  We give a certain amount of money 
to what we label Worldwide Outreach, which is simply the 
combined budget of Foreign Missions, Home Missions and 
Christian Education.  Within our denomination, we have a 
committee that actually determines the percentages of money 
going to each of those program committees of our church, based 
on need and actual circumstances.  As they often put, they divide 
up the pie, so when donations are given, the committee on 
foreign missions gets their allotted portion, money that is used to 
support the actual missionaries in the field.  So, when we give to 
Worldwide Outreach, we are supporting the whole work of the 
whole church, every missionary in every place where we are 
active.

Yet even though we don’t make our missionaries beg for 
money, we still want them to come visit.  And they do.  To report to 
us about what God is doing.  And that process of having 
missionaries visit local congregations follows the biblical example 
that we’ll study this morning.  We should have,

A.  The fellowship of close, personal relationships with 
our missionaries.

Notice the relationship between Paul and the Roman church.  
Paul had great sorrow at being kept from Rome so long.  He 
found it necessary to explain why he had stayed away, not 
because the people were checking up on him, but because he 
wanted to communicate his deep affection for them.

v.22

He longs to see them, with great personal desire.
v.23

His longing to be with them has already been expressed, 
along with his expression of a close, personal, spiritual 

relationship.
Rom. 1:11  “For I long to see you, that I may impart to you 

some spiritual gift, so that you may be established-- 12 that is, 
that I may be encouraged together with you by the mutual faith 
both of you and me.”

Paul’s words seem to carry great excitement as he prepares 
to finally arrive in Rome.

v.24

Now, we can trace some Paul’s travels in the book of Acts, 
and come to the realization that it actually took several years to 
fulfill these plans.  We know that he spent two years in prison in 
Jerusalem, during the reign of Felix.  And we know that they spent 
three months on the island of Malta before finally arriving in 
Rome.  He was still a prisoner.  

Yet the fact was that God’s secret will, his providence, didn’t 
correspond to Paul’s longing and desires.  But even in making his 
plans, Paul clearly subjected himself to God’s will.

v.31-32

Paul did arrive at Rome, and enjoy a relationship of close, 
spiritual fellowship with the Roman church.  It is a good example 
for us!

Illus:  I doubt that you can do that with all of our missionaries, 
though you ought to know enough about each one to personally 
pray for them.  Let me encourage you to make it your goal to build 
personal relationships.  They all provide updates, and I am glad to 
put you in touch with the denominational office in Philadelphia to 
get on those mailing lists.  Many of them you can respond to 
those directly, and personally.  They have cards available on the 
back table.  Their children have birthdays, too.  Cards and 
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packages in the mail are a particular delight. 

Let me encourage you to make an attempt to have a personal 
relationship with some of our missionaries, even just one.  As I 
have been able to do that in the past, I can assure you that  they 
will greatly appreciate it.  And no doubt those relationships will 
begin when they are here personally!  In the OPC, there aren’t a 
lot of missionaries on furlough at any one time, but we will seek to 
have visits whenever they are available to come.  Make the effort 
to get to know them.  Make the effort, so that our missionaries 
might talk about our church the way Paul talks about the church in 
Rome, with whom he enjoyed the fellowship of close personal 
relationships.

There was something else which Paul received from the 
church at Rome, something beyond personal relationships.  
Support.  Money.  Materials and supplies for his travels.

v.24

The local church would be assisting Paul on his journeys!  
What that assistance was isn’t specified, but surely common 
sense tells you what things Paul needed for his trip.  He talks 
about receiving material things from the churches he visits,

v.27

And he sees those material things as great blessings from 
God.  So we, as a local church, should seek to enjoy,

B.  The fellowship of sharing material blessings.
Paul calls that fellowship the “fullness of the blessing of the 

gospel of Christ”
v.29

It is very appropriate for local churches to support and finance 

missionaries who go other nations, and we as a church will 
continue that commitment.  But may it be that our financial 
support is also an expression of our personal contact.  Don’t just 
give money to missionaries.  Give money to people, people whom 
you know.  We give our money through the church, and through 
the heading of Worldwide Outreach, but the money goes to 
support people.  Real people.  People whom we should know.

But notice what else the local churches did.
v.26

They were involved in works of mercy, works of providing for 
the needs of the poor.  Works that we would call “diaconal 
ministry,” or the work supervised by Deacons.  In Acts 6, we read 
that the first Deacons were ordained to meet the particular need 
of providing food for the widows.  Here, the need is the poor 
among the church in Jerusalem.

And so the idea is that,

II. WE SHOULD BE INVOLVED IN THE DIACONAL 
MINISTRY OF OUR MISSIONARIES.

The preaching of the word is central.  But the ministry of the 
word can’t be isolated from the ministry in deed.  Word and deed 
to together, particularly in missionary work.  

It is often the diaconal ministry that demonstrates the genuine 
love of the missionary.  That is all the more true when working 
cross culturally, that is, trying to work and minister in a different 
culture.  It is often deeds of love that win the respect of people, 
and give missionaries the freedom to speak the gospel and be 
listened to.  Our OPC mission work in Uganda is especially noted 
by the commitment to such diaconal labors, especially among the 
poor and impoverished people of Karamoja. 
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When the issue of joining Jewish Christians and Gentile 
Christians together in the church, apostolic wisdom shows us just 
how important mercy ministry actually was.  Paul writes,

Gal. 2:7  “But on the contrary, when they saw that the gospel 
for the uncircumcised had been committed to me, as the gospel 
for the circumcised was to Peter 8 (for He who worked effectively 
in Peter for the apostleship to the circumcised also worked 
effectively in me toward the Gentiles), 9 and when James, 
Cephas, and John, who seemed to be pillars, perceived the grace 
that had been given to me, they gave me and Barnabas the right 
hand of fellowship, that we should go to the Gentiles and they to 
the circumcised. 10 They desired only that we should remember 
the poor, the very thing which I also was eager to do.”  

So Paul was busy taking a collection for the poor among the 
church in Jerusalem.  He was following Jesus’ own commands!  
For we read Jesus’ words about the importance of such things, 
words which describe the final judgment,

Matt. 25:34  “Then the King will say to those on His right hand, 
‘Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared 
for you from the foundation of the world: 35 ‘for I was hungry and 
you gave Me food; I was thirsty and you gave Me drink; I was a 
stranger and you took Me in; 36 ‘I was naked and you clothed Me; 
I was sick and you visited Me; I was in prison and you came to 
Me.”

Matt. 25:37  “Then the righteous will answer Him, saying, 
‘Lord, when did we see You hungry and feed You, or thirsty and 
give You drink? 38 ‘When did we see You a stranger and take You 
in, or naked and clothe You? 39 ‘Or when did we see You sick, or 
in prison, and come to You?’ 40 “And the King will answer and say 
to them, ‘Assuredly, I say to you, inasmuch as you did it to one of 
the least of these My brethren, you did it to Me.’

Diaconal ministry, mercy ministry is extremely important, and 
we ought never to underestimate its power to demonstrate the 
love of Christ, even as we work hard to proclaim that love through 
the preaching of the gospel.

Notice how Paul describes that diaconal work.
v.27

Paul says two things that might seem contradictory.  He says 
that “they were pleased to do it,” and he also says “they owe it to 
them.”  You might think to yourself, which was it?  Where they 
pleased to do it, out of the free pleasure of their own choice?  Or 
was it a debt, an obligation, a duty.

Well, both.  And to explain what I mean, let me remind you of 
a verse we studied a couple weeks ago,

Rom. 13:8  “Owe no one anything except to love one another, 
for he who loves another has fulfilled the law.”

Mercy ministry ought to be...

A.  A debt of love.  
The Gentiles in Macedonia and Achaia did have a debt, for 

they had been richly blessed in the spiritual blessings of the Jews.  
They had received those same blessings.  They had received the 
blessing of salvation.  They had received every spiritual blessing 
in the heavenly realms.

And with that great blessing, they incurred a great debt, a debt 
of love.  They ought to share their material blessings with the 
Jews since they had received such spiritual blessings from them.

v.27

And they were pleased to do it!  It was done freely, joyfully, 
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generously, spontaneously.  For they were responding to the love 
which they had received!  It is entirely proper to speak about 
something as a debt or an obligation, and as a free will sacrifice 
at the same time.  Because the debt we pay to God is not a debt 
required to earn our salvation or to satisfy his wrath.  The debt we 
owe is not the debt of penance, or of purgatory.  The debt is our 
ongoing obligation to love because God first loved us.

In fact, God’s love compels us to love others.  It constrains us.  
It obligates us, buy it does so by the constraints of love not 
coercion.  We read in,

2 Cor.5:14  “For the love of Christ compels us, because we 
judge thus: that if One died for all, then all died; 15 and He died 
for all, that those who live should live no longer for themselves, 
but for Him who died for them and rose again.”

Christ’s love compels us.  I believe that’s how Paul describes 
the attitude of the people in Macedonia and Achaia.  

v.26 
v.27

As we sense that same obligation, that same debt of love, a 
debt that will never be repaid, let it be a debt upon which we can 
pay joyfully and freely.  

Similarly, notice how Paul describes this gift of money for the 
poor, in,

v.28

He calls their offering “this fruit.”  It is...

B.  The fruit of love.
It must not be done as the fruit of pity, feeling sorry for 

someone else, feeling proud of your own riches, or ashamed of 

your own riches.  It must not be done with any sort of 
manipulation, any ulterior motives, and hidden constraints.  It 
must simply be done as the evidence of love.  

In our culture, one of the hardest things to do well is to help 
someone with material needs, with financial needs.  It’s so hard to 
communicate good intentions of the heart, and for many people, 
there is too much pride to accept it!

Oftentimes within the church, when help is offered, it is done 
so anonymously.  And that certainly helps.  It enables people 
giving to examine their own motives, for no recognition is given.  
The left hand ought not to know what the right hand is doing.  And 
for those receiving, it eliminates the sense of being beholden to 
any person.  And if there is any sense of being beholden, any 
sense of debt, let it be a debt of love to God for the love which he 
has shown to his people.

Diaconal ministry is the fruit of a good heart.  And it ought to 
be work we are involved in.

Finally, Paul identifies a third way in which the local church 
should be involved with her missionaries.  This one isn’t hard to 
understand, nor will it come as much of a surprise.  So, my 
emphasis here will not so much be explanation, but exhortation.  
Let this example stir you on to imitate it.

III. WE SHOULD BE COMMITTED TO INTERCESSORY 
PRAYER FOR OUR MISSIONARIES.

v.30

“Strive together with me in prayers to God.”  That’s our job!  
Not everyone is called to be a missionary.  Obviously.  And it’s not 
more spiritual to be a missionary.  But it is a calling from God 
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given to some.  And while I have never sensed that calling 
personally, there is no disobedience in my sense of calling as a 
pastor, no attempt to run from God, just a sense that I am doing 
exactly what God has called me to do.

But that calling of mine, that calling of our church, includes the 
responsibility to pray for missionaries.  You might not be called to 
go, but you are called to pray.  You can’t escape that, not if you 
will listen to Paul.

v.30

That’s the plea of every missionary.  I guarantee it!  It’s more 
important than money.  It’s more important to recruit faithful pray-
ers than faithful givers of money, and every mature missionary will 
tell you that.  Those aren’t just nice sounding, spiritual words.  
They’re true.

Our calling as a church is to join in the work of our 
missionaries by praying to God, for them.  That’s the meaning of 
intercessory prayer.  Interceding before God for someone else.  
Notice the word Paul uses in verse 30, “strive together with me.”

Actually, that word means “my wrestling match.”  Literally, it 
says, “wrestle together with me, in your prayers to God for me.”

A.  We should be wrestling with God.
Wrestling is such a good illustration of prayer.  But it really isn’t 

a good description of much of our praying, is it?  Wrestling has 
the idea of struggling, the idea of strenuous effort.  Praying really 
is work, at least, if it’s done right.  It’s hard work.

Can you imagine wrestling with God?  Remember Jacob?
Gen. 32:24 Then Jacob was left alone; and a Man wrestled 

with him until the breaking of day. 25 Now when He saw that He 

did not prevail against him, He touched the socket of his hip; and 
the socket of Jacob’s hip was out of joint as He wrestled with him. 
26 And He said, “Let Me go, for the day breaks.” But he said, “I 
will not let You go unless You bless me!” 27 So He said to him, 
“What is your name?” He said, “Jacob.” 28 And He said, “Your 
name shall no longer be called Jacob, but Israel; for you have 
struggled with God and with men, and have prevailed.”

Praying is saying to God, “I won’t stop praying unless you 
bless me.”  That’s hard work.  Take Paul’s example, for instance,

Col. 4:12  “Epaphras, who is one of you, a bondservant of 
Christ, greets you, always laboring fervently for you in prayers, 
that you may stand perfect and complete in all the will of God. 13 
For I bear him witness that he has a great zeal for you, and those 
who are in Laodicea, and those in Hierapolis.”

Sometimes, and let emphasize only sometimes, sometimes, I 
have had that experience in prayer.  Really sensed that I was 
wrestling with God.  But often I don’t have that sense.  Often I just 
go through a list.  Or even worse, I just pray some generic prayer, 
“God bless the missionaries.”  And even worse, sometimes I don’t 
even do that.

Prayer is a wrestling match.  It is the appropriate, respectful, 
yet diligent and persistent effort of seeking after the Lord’s 
blessing.

We are to pray as the persistent widow in Luke 18, “who kept 
coming to [the judge] with the plea, `Grant me justice against my 
adversary.'   We read that “for some time he refused. But finally 
he said to himself, ‘Even though I don't fear God or care about 
men, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will see that 
she gets justice, so that she won't eventually wear me out with 
her coming!’”
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That’s prayer.  That’s hard work.  Let me urge you to be 
involved in that work.

 
And notice that Paul is specific in his prayer requests.  If 

intercessory prayer is going to be a wrestling match, then it has to 
be specific.  Praying for God to bless the missionaries doesn’t 
take much work.  You say it once, and you’re done.  But praying 
specific prayers for specific people takes work.  And that should 
be our commitment.

B.  Specific requests for our missionaries. 
Notice Paul’s requests,
v.31

Specific things, specific people.  When we pray, we join with 
them in that struggle.  And that prayer is given with a deep sense 
of Christian fellowship.  Paul expresses that as...

C.  Mutual spiritual refreshment.
Look at,
v.32-33

Paul expects to visit this church at Rome, by God’s will.  He is 
making plans with the proper conditions attached, “if it be God’s 
will.”  But he expects to be able to come, and when he does, he 
looks forward to joy and mutual refreshment.

And so he ends by blessing them, by pronouncing upon them 
God’s benediction,

v.33

I hope that our missionaries could say that about our church.  
Let there be great joy at fellowship renewed when missionaries 
return after several years in a foreign country.  Let it be real.  And 

let it be refreshing.  Mutually refreshing.

But as church, let this be the high calling to which we aspire.  
Plain and simple, my challenge is for each one of you to commit 
yourself in a greater way to specific, earnest intercessory prayer 
for our missionaries who go to other nations, that we would strive 
together with them so that when they do come to us to visit, they 
may be able to do so “with joy by the will of God, and may be 
refreshed together with [us].”
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