
Sermon 205: Romans 15:20-24: Paul the pioneer missionary

OUTLINE

Paul’s ambition
Paul’s expectation

INTRODUCTION

I would like to begin by adapting a well-known illustration relating to missions that John 
Piper uses in his book Let the Nations Be Glad.1  You along with ten others are on an old 
school lifeguard boat with oars attending to a sinking ship.  You are the captain of this little 
band of life savers.  The ship you are attending is a liner with many people that cannot 
swim and there are only a few life boats.  You and you little team get stuck in and are trying
to rescue as many as you can.  But suddenly you see about 500m away another boat is 
sinking, what do you do?  What would love do?  Perhaps you might reason to yourself, well 
these souls are just as lost and as valuable as those.  You might think to yourself that it 
would tire the crew to row over to that other boat and souls would inevitably drown in the 
meantime.  You might reason that it would be more efficient to not try and save those on 
the other boat.  If it is about saving as many as you can as effectively as you can you might 
want to ignore the other boat.  Now apply this illustration to the reality of missions.  There 
are those who have a need here in Timaru, in Canterbury, in New Zealand.  There are those
who have need in the English speaking world.  Based on this illustration, as we think about 
the need of people in the world to be saved doesn’t it sound reasonable and practical to 
spend all of our efforts on local outreach where we can be more efficient rather than other 
parts of the world?  How do we choose where to put in our efforts?  What does the bible 
say about how we should be thinking about the world’s need?  

Today as we continue in Romans 15:20-24, we will see Paul’s answer to this issue.  ‘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, but as it is written, "Those who have never been 
told of him will see, and those who have never heard will understand."  This is the reason 
why I have so often been hindered from coming to you. 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, 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.’  Paul tells us that we are to be concerned 
and to prioritise the unreached peoples.  And perhaps hearing our little illustration he might 
want to add one important detail.  The first ship has some lifeboats, that is, some churches 
in their area, but the second ship farther off has no lifeboats, no churches.  As the captain 
of this little band should you go to the sinking ship that has some lifeboats or the one that 
has none?  The answer is obvious the one which has none.  

As we look at Paul revealing his travel plans to the Romans he reveals to us as well his 
priorities in missions.  We will divide this portion under two headings, we want to look in the
first instance at Paul’s ambition in missions, and secondly his expectation of the church in 
partnering with him in missions.  

1 I am borrowing liberally from chapter 5.



Paul’s ambition

Paul has finished the teaching section of his letter and is in that part of the letter that deals 
with personal information.  Although Paul is not laying out doctrine per se, as he opens up 
his life, ministry and motivation as an apostle we are given a mini-theology of ministry and 
missions.  He has spoken of his role as an apostle; and as a church planter; and now he 
speaks to us about his calling as a pioneer missionary.  

In verses 20-23 he gives us 5 points that show how he is fixed on focusing on those people 
who have never heard of Christ.  Firstly, he seeks the glory of Christ everywhere, ‘and thus I
make it my ambition to preach the gospel, not where Christ has already been named….’  
Those places where there are churches and a gospel witness are places where Christian 
have called upon the name of the Lord and in worship.  Paul is focusing on those places 
where that submission to Christ and that worship is not found.  Secondly, ‘lest I build on 
someone else’s foundation.’  Paul is not saying that he will only work in places where he can
get all the credit, no he is alluding to his role in planting where others may have the role of 
watering.  He is highlighting the importance of foundation laying.  Thirdly, Paul uses the OT 
as proof that the unreached should be a particular focus, ‘but as it is written, "Those who 
have never been told of him will see, and those who have never heard will understand."  
This is a quote of Is. 52:12.  In the context of that verse it is talking about Christ as the 
servant of God and His role in bringing light to all nations.  Paul sees this as having 
application for his own ministry as he completes Christ’s mission as part of His body and as 
a minister.  Fourthly, we see that Paul’s prioritizing of the unreached prevented him from 
visiting established churches, v22, ‘This is the reason why I have so often been hindered 
from coming to you.’  Paul expresses his deep desire to visit the church in Rome in 1:13, 
and there too he spoke about being hindered.  You might have thought that the hindering 
was from satan and as a result of persecution, but no.  Paul was hindered from serving an 
established church because he was pouring out his efforts where there was no church.  In 
other words, he was passing over the sinking ship with some lifeboats to focus his efforts on
the ship that had none.  Fifthly, and repeating something we said in our last message, Paul 
viewed his ministry as fulfilled, v23, ‘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.’  He sees no more 
room for ministry in a large area spanning from Palestine round the Mediterranean all the 
way round to Northern Italy.  There were thousands of people in this area who had no yet 
heard the gospel, but there were churches in the area, so like the sinking ship which had 
some lifeboats, he had overlooked them as he focused on those ships that had no lifeboats. 
To see the name of Christ worshipped in more places, to lay new foundations and not 
simply water, because the OT implies it, his prioritizing of pursuing ministry among the 
unreached, and his view of seeing a local church as a lifeboat all reveal that Paul’s is giving 
priority to the unreached.

So here we sit today in a world of 7.6 billion people, we are a lifeboat saving souls how 
should we do it?  Well we should be the salt and light wherever God has placed us.  We 
should be a faithful witness and a loving community involved in evangelism and good deeds 
in the place God has put us.  But also with an eye on the ends of the earth like Paul.  We 
are a church not Paul and so we cannot copy and paste his method and overlook local needs
to meet those where Christ has not yet been named.  No, but we can learn from Paul how 
we ought to view those people who have never heard and reflect in our giving, our paying 
and those who we support the same priority that is outlined here in the Bible.  Paul was one
person who could only be in one place at one time, but we are a collective body. We are a 
church that has a purpose in our present locality but I want to bring front and centre what 
should also be on every Christian’s mind, the unreached.



How should we go about this?  First a little history.  In 1974 Ralph Winter preached an 
historic message on the notion of people blindness.  We live in a world where the gospel has
gone into every nation, must we then consider the world reached?  The answer is no, 
because of the whole idea of people groups.  If we are to reach the unreached the only 
factor to overcome is not merely geographical distance.  Many different ethnic groups in the 
world may be in countries that the gospel has been in for hundreds of years, yet due to the 
barriers of language and culture they have not encountered it.  In the past missionaries 
thought more in terms of countries and languages rather than people groups and as a result
many people were over looked.  This has resulted in a huge surge in missionary effort to 
target the unreached people groups of the world.  I want to place before us then how things
look when we view the world in this way.  The world has had Christianity for 2000 years 
how much still needs to be done.  Here are some of the latest statistics from the Joshua 
Project.2

At present there are about 7.6 billion people on earth.  There are about 10,209 people 
groups.  ‘In Christianity, an unreached people group refers to an ethnic group without an 
indigenous, self-propagating Christian church movement. Any ethnic or ethnolinguistic 
nation without enough Christians to evangelize the rest of the nation is an "unreached 
people group".’3  4,380 people groups are still unreached with the gospel.  Out of the 7.6 
billion people on earth that means 3.03 billion do not have an indigenous self-propagating 
church in their group.

‘South Asia has more than four times as many unreached people groups (3,406) as any 
other region of the world.’
‘Southeast Asia has 539 languages (15,050,000 speakers) without scripture, Jesus film, 
Gospel recordings, or God's Story video.’
‘Northeast Asia has 154 languages (75,000,000 speakers) without scripture, Jesus film, 
Gospel recordings, or God's Story video.’
‘351 of the 542 people groups in China do not have even Bible portions available in their 
primary language.’
‘Indonesia has the greatest population of Muslim groups (232,000,000), followed by 
Pakistan (193,000,000) and India (176,000,000).’
‘The largest people cluster is the Chinese (1,327,000,000), followed by the Hindi 
(367,000,000), and then Hispanic (355,000,000).’
‘The Hindi people cluster has the greatest number of unreached groups (366, unreached 
population 389,000,000), then the Bengali (354, unreached population 348,000,000).’
‘Central Asia has only 928,000 evangelicals, followed by the Middle East and North Africa 
(4,175,000) and Eastern Europe and Eurasia (5,230,000).’
‘Northeast Asia has the highest number of individuals practicing Animism (68,500,000), 
followed by East and Southern Africa (47,000,000).’
‘The largest group without even Scripture portions in their primary language is the Jin 
Chinese of China, population 62,000,000.’
‘There are some 458,000 villages in India with no known Christian presence.’
‘India has 2,291 least-reached groups, followed by China (446), and Pakistan (408).’
‘527 of Indonesia's 784 people groups do not have even Bible portions available in their 
primary language. The largest of these is the Betawi, 7,000,000.’

2 https://joshuaproject.net/people_groups/statistics

3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unreached_people_group



‘India has the largest number of groups whose primary religion is Islam (395), followed by 
Pakistan with 330 and Indonesia with 251.’
‘Nearly one third (2.4 billion individuals) of the earth's population reside in only 250 Least-
Reached people groups.’  
‘The four largest Least-Reached people groups are the Shaikh of Bangladesh, Japanese of 
Japan, the Shaikh of India, and the Brahmin of India.’

The Joshua project estimates that in order to have indigenous self-propagating churches 
among every people group we need another 66,202 missionaries.  That statistic is based on 
1 missionary for every 50,000 people in an unreached group.  There are an estimated 
430,000 missionaries in the world today, but 95% are ministering in reached settings.  I 
want to like Paul stay fixed on the need of the unreached.  Perhaps you wonder why we 
emphasize it so much.  It is because we can so easily be caught up in the need on our own 
doorstep.  The needs around us are real and consuming.  We need only think about the 
single mothers, the poverty, those who are victims of abuse, how many families are in 
disarray and we would quickly be caught up in the emotion of the need.  And those who are
far off, those whose suffering we do not see would go forgotten.

This is how I would love to see this implemented in our local church.  I would love to see 
our church thoroughly engaged in the Timaru context.  I would love to see us involved in 
evangelism, but not only that but also ministries that serve the needs of our community.  It 
would be awesome if we had a presence among the poverty needs of our town involved in 
helping the unemployed find work, those in debt get on top of it, supporting single mothers 
and other needy groups.  It would be wonderful if our church buildings were used every day
of the week in a constant hive of activity living out the love Jesus commanded.  It would be 
amazing if we could help our local schools.  But all the while there would be a white hot 
focus on the needs abroad, that we would be praying and weeping over the needs of those 
who have no gospel witness, that we would always be praying for the privilege of being able
to send one of our own.  But pending that we would be seeking out others who are of like 
mind who we can in good conscience support.  

  Abraham was promised that he would be a blessing to all the families of the earth, all the 
tribes of the earth, all the various ethnicities of the earth.  Christ has come and He is the 
one who will bring them the blessing of salvation.  Romans 10:13-15, ‘For "everyone who 
calls on the name of the Lord will be saved."  How then will they call on him in whom they 
have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And
how are they to hear without someone preaching?  And how are they to preach unless they 
are sent? As it is written, "How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!"  
What Christ said to His disciples, is still true for us today, Luke 10:2, ‘"The harvest is 
plentiful, but the laborers are few. Therefore pray earnestly to the Lord of the harvest to 
send out laborers into his harvest.’

Whether Paul finally reached Spain is disputed, some think he did and them returned to 
Rome and was killed then, or went to Rome and died before he ever got there.  But here is 
what we need to remember he died laying down his life to see the gospel taken to the 
unreached of this world.  We must remember his words, ‘imitate me as I imitate Christ.’  
Christ came for those who were far off, those who were estranged, those who sat in 
darkness and had no light.  Paul followed in Christ’s footsteps and so should we.  Christ 
came those us when we were blind and sitting darkness.  We were sitting in our own filth in 
our dungeons not seeing our bars, subject to our wanderings and self-afflictions.  But Christ 
came into our darkness, He is the light of the world.  He came to set the captives free by 



entering into the smelly dark places where we dwelt and He died to set us free.  The rest of 
the world lies in bondage and we are sent by Christ to go as He has gone.    

Paul’s expectation

This brings us to verse 24 and Paul’s expectation of the Roman Church to help in his 
endeavour, ‘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.’  Listen carefully to what he is 
saying.  ‘Hey there Roman Church, we have never met, you did not invite me, but I am on 
my way to Spain to preach to the unreached peoples there.  I have always wanted to visit 
with you as well to bless you guys.  So I am going to kill two birds with one stone.  I am 
going to come and visit you.  We will have a great time together.  Then after that is finished
you are going to help finance my new pioneer missions venture in Spain.’  Please notice that
he does not ask for their help, after explaining what his mission is he simply assumes and 
expects their aid.  How would you feel if a missionary wrote a letter to our church in this 
way?  Paul is an apostle and can rightly expect the support but there is something more 
here that we need to see.  Paul expects the local Church in Rome to be a partner and take 
ownership of the mission to the unreached.  He assumes the correctness of their receiving, 
entertaining and helping of a missionary to that end. 

That word ‘helped’ is in fact a technical term often used for supporting ministers.  2 Cor. 
1:16, ‘I wanted to visit you on my way to Macedonia, and to come back to you from 
Macedonia and have you send me on my way to Judea.’  Have you send me is the same 
word here.
Titus 3:13, ‘Do your best to speed Zenas the lawyer and Apollos on their way; see that they 
lack nothing.’  Here too the word appears.
3 John 5-6, ‘Beloved, it is a faithful thing you do in all your efforts for these brothers, 
strangers as they are, who testified to your love before the church. You will do well to send 
them on their journey in a manner worthy of God.’  Here John is commending a church that 
supports ministers who are not well known to them and providing for them as they go.

The word could indicate partnership and escorting them, but in all likelihood Paul implies 
financial partnership and aid.  Here is the rub we are to be financially committed to reaching
the lost, yes the church is being spoken to as a whole to give money, but this money would 
have come from the congregation.  This letter would have been read out to the whole 
church and not merely to the elders and the treasurer.  Paul is calling on the whole church 
to own the mission.  What does this mean for us?

We are a small church with a small budget.  This means that we do and will be putting 
money towards missions.  But given the priority of Paul’s ministry and Christ’s command to 
preach to the ends of the earth we cannot spend all of our money locally we will have to 
deliberately set apart money for those ministries that are focused on the unreached.  Based 
on the statistics that you have heard you can see why investment in India is so critical.  We 
should also be in support of bible translation, the training of pastors, and the support of 
pioneer missionaries.  This does not mean that we should not give to orphans or ministries 
that help prostitutes rebuild their lives, it just means that we protect our priority and not 
allowing it to be overridden by those needs which immediately captivate our hearts.  

So pray for us as a church.  At present we are financially invested in two outreaches 
towards the unreached peoples.  We have been supporting Vijay in Fiji, but that support will
soon be coming to an end.  And we have been seeking to equip men for ministry in India 
giving them training first hand.  The work in India may cease, pray with us that God will 



keep that door open to us.  But also pray that as the door in Fiji closes that the Lord would 
open another door for us to be good stewards with.  Added to that pray that God will guide 
us into more ventures that He would increase our giving that we could diversify our giving 
across many types of ministries.  

Let me end by placing Paul’s priority for the unreached squarely before you as he did with 
the Roman church, and let me speak to you not asking but expecting you to support this 
priority.  Are you in step with this or does it come out of the blue to surprise you?  Do you 
need to be renewed in your priorities for the unreached?          

                           


