
#40: UNEXPECTED, (ROMANS 15:22-33)
My wife Sarah and I moved from northeast Ohio, the place we were both born in, met in,
and got married in, to New Hampshire back in the summer of 2011.

Sarah didn’t really want to leave. She was just amping things up in Northeast Ohio that
year. She had gotten hired by the Cleveland Indians to be one of the main video screen
hosts during their games. She was working for a company named Pop Fusion doing big
events for them. She was certainly well on her way to becoming a local Cleveland
celebrity.

Things weren’t going as well for me. I had recently been laid off by a megachurch in part
of a massive lay-off of seventy employees that they let go of. I was part time there and
working at Starbucks also, and then, all of a sudden, unexpectedly, I was told I wouldn’t
have a job there any longer.

I wanted to be in ministry and searched everywhere for ministry positions as a worship
leader, and ended up getting an opportunity in New Hampshire as a worship leader and
youth pastor for a Church replant.

Unexpectedly, and in my immaturity, I sprung this job offer onto Sarah. She was not
thrilled. I asked if she would fly up to New Hampshire with me and spend some time



with the Church leadership and people to see if they would hire me. She reluctantly
agreed.

And then, unexpectedly, mostly because of my selfish persuasion, we moved to New
Hampshire. I thought things were going to go great.

The Church that hired me was full of people that loved our family well. I got ordained
through the Christian and Missionary Alliance as a result of my time there. But
unexpectedly, the lead pastor who hired me had some strong legalistic tendencies and
paranoia about me undermining his leadership. Unexpectedly, I ended up resigning and
looking for other jobs by the time the summer of 2013 came two years later.

Life is full of unexpected things. We can use all the wisdom we can possibly muster up
at any given time, and we’re bound to make mistakes. We can pray and fast and seek
the will of the Lord, but inevitably, life will throw us curveballs.

Paul too dealt with many unexpected things. His whole ministry was full of them. For
one, Paul dealt with unexpected detours in his zealous mission for Jesus. He was
referencing Romans 15:20-21, when he wrote in Romans 15:22;
22That is why I have been prevented many times from coming to you. (Romans 15:22)

Paul’s visit to Rome was delayed by his commitment to completing his missionary work
in the east.1 Paul was writing this verse in reference to the fact that he had a burning
call from Jesus to reach people far from God and outside the normal bounds of Israelite
thinking at the time. Paul had been called to spread the gospel message of Jesus
Christ, the Jewish Messiah, into the world of the non-Jewish Gentiles. This apostolic,
evangelistic passion to reach new people for Christ and plant new house Churches
prevented Paul from spending time with the existing people of Christ.

People who have the “apostolic evangelistic” missionary “burn” like Paul are the same
way. They’re wired to reach new people for Jesus and may often struggle to nurture and
pour into the existing believers around them. Paul elsewhere referenced in Ephesians 4
that some are apostles, some are prophets, some are evangelists, some are shepherds,
and some are teachers. We’re all primarily one thing with a mixture of the others while
we lean into each other’s strengths and recognize our weaknesses. Want to know what
you are in terms of this fivefold gifting? Go to https://fivefold.3dmovements.com/ and
take the test to explore further!
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Paul wrote further about his unexpected travels…
23 But now I no longer have any work to do in these regions, and I have strongly desired
for many years to come to you 24whenever I travel to Spain. For I hope to see you when
I pass through and to be assisted by you for my journey there, once I have first enjoyed
your company for a while. (Romans 15:23-24)

Paul seemed to believe that he had completed his divinely appointed task of preaching
the gospel throughout the eastern Roman Empire.2 It’s also possible that his visit to
Illyricum (15:19) convinced Paul that no more virgin territory for the gospel lay in Asia
Minor and the Grecian Peninsula. This didn’t mean that he had visited every center, but
the gospel had been introduced and local churches had been established that could
complete the work (cf. Acts 19:8–10). At any rate Paul concluded that he no longer
had any work to do in these regions (lit., “had no more place in these regions”).3

Sometimes our time somewhere unexpectedly comes to a close. When my wife and I
moved out to New Hampshire I thought we’d live there until the end of our life together. I
didn’t know things would end and we’d be there a total of 3 & ½ years, then move back
to Northeast Ohio to start over after two really negative experiences working in
Churches.

And maybe you’re unexpectedly at the end of a job you thought you’d stay in. Maybe a
relationship is unexpectedly ending. Maybe you’re leaving a home, neighborhood, city,
state or country you thought you’d stay in. Some folks stay put in one place for all their
lives, some folks unexpectedly get uprooted or uproot themselves. That was the case
for Paul as he was wildly nomadic and entrepreneurial, plus he had an itch to get the
gospel any and everywhere he could.

We see in these verses that Paul wanted to travel far out to Spain. Spain in this first
century context referred to the Iberian Peninsula, which included what is now
modern-day Spain and Portugal. Rome would have been a strategic base for launching
a missionary journey to Spain, which by the first century AD was part of the Roman
Empire. Also- Paul’s desire to push westward to the borders of the empire may have
been motivated by certain OT passages. Maybe he had Isaiah 66:19-21 in mind, which
says;4
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19 I will establish a sign among them, and I will send survivors from them to the
nations—to Tarshish, Put, Lud (who are archers), Tubal, Javan, and the coasts and
islands far away—who have not heard about me or seen my glory. And they will
proclaim my glory among the nations. 20 They will bring all your brothers from all the
nations as a gift to the Lord on horses and chariots, in litters, and on mules and camels,
to my holy mountain Jerusalem,” says the Lord, “just as the Israelites bring an offering
in a clean vessel to the house of the Lord. 21 I will also take some of them as priests and
Levites,” says the Lord. (Is 66:19–21)

Maybe Paul, in his quest to bring the gospel to Spain, also had Ezekiel 36 in mind;

22 “Therefore, say to the house of Israel, ‘This is what the Lord God says: It is not for
your sake that I will act, house of Israel, but for my holy name, which you profaned
among the nations where you went. 23 I will honor the holiness of my great name, which
has been profaned among the nations—the name you have profaned among them. The
nations will know that I am the Lord—this is the declaration of the Lord God—when I
demonstrate my holiness through you in their sight.

24 “ ‘For I will take you from the nations and gather you from all the countries, and will
bring you into your own land. 25 I will also sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be
clean. I will cleanse you from all your impurities and all your idols. 26 I will give you a new
heart and put a new spirit within you; I will remove your heart of stone and give you a
heart of flesh. 27 I will place my Spirit within you and cause you to follow my statutes and
carefully observe my ordinances. 28 You will live in the land that I gave your ancestors;
you will be my people, and I will be your God. (Eze 36:22–28)

Either way, and inspired by whatever vast collection of wisdom in the word that was
swirling around in his mind, Paul had that missionary itch to get the gospel rooted in
Spain, where it had never taken root before. We’ve gotta remember y’all, this was not
an era of social media and international transportation. Paul felt the burden to get the
message of the gospel out to people who had legitimately never heard it before. He
would get there by foot, by rowing in a boat, or by riding on some sort of mammal, or the
combination of all these or more. Though it certainly wouldn’t have been out of the
purview of God almighty to reveal Himself in other ways to people, Paul knew he was
an ambassador for Christ and he obeyed the call. He knew the only way to eventually
really make disciples of Jesus was to go to them.

It is unknown whether Paul reached Spain, though it is possible that he traveled there
after his house arrest in Rome (Acts 28:16–31).5 We may never know until the Lord
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returns, but we know that, like clockwork, Paul had that perpetual urge to travel the
unexpected, wild road towards planting the gospel where it had never been planted.

Paul likely hoped for the Roman believers to support him in his Spanish mission.6 He
was likely going to make a financial appeal to ask for their support and help, as any
good worker of the gospel in good conscience can do. He wasn’t going to rip them off to
get himself a state of the art Camel to ride on or some expensive threads. Paul lived
simply and used resources given for the necessities needed on his journey.

And Paul first wanted to “enjoy (the Roman believers’) company for a while.” Because
Paul dealt with plenty of unexpected discouragement, Paul knew, like every follower of
Christ should know, that he needed to “enjoy the company” of other followers of Jesus
regularly. He regularly worshiped with other disciples, broke bread with them,
remembered the Lord’s table with them, taught them, discussed things with them, and
participated in a life on mission for Christ alongside them. He laughed with them, cried
with them, did life with them, and built deep friendships with those who genuinely loved
Jesus just like him.

Paul wrote further of his wild, unexpected travels;
25 Right now I am traveling to Jerusalem to serve the saints, 26because Macedonia and
Achaia were pleased to make a contribution for the poor among the saints in Jerusalem.
(Romans 15:25-26)

Paul saw that the “saints”, or fellow disciples of Jesus in Jerusalem, were dealing with
unexpected hardships, and he, by Christ’s leading, was stepping in to alleviate those
hardships. Tony Evans rightly notes;

“In addition to leading people to Christ, churches always have been, and always should
be, the primary organization for alleviating poverty in communities, especially among
Christians (see Gal 6:10). When we assume that someone else should take care of the
poor, not only do we harm those in poverty, but we also send out a terrible false
message about our Lord, who “though he was rich, for [our] sake he became poor” (2
Cor 8:9).”7

The Church community that I get to be a pastor of is situated in the Kenmore
neighborhood of Akron, Ohio. We have a small budget that takes care of our needs and
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seek to keep things as simple as we can so that we can serve and help people in need.
The needs in Kenmore are myriad. Empty fridges, utilities being shut off, folks living on
the street, folks battling meth, crack, heroin, alcohol and fetanyl addiction, kids living
lives in neglect, kids being sexually, physically, verbally and emotionally abused,
violence, guns, gangs, despair, suicide, and rough living conditions. God knows that the
needs are many in our neighborhood.

This is why we partner with so many neighborhood businesses, Churches and
organizations. We can’t even begin to try to tackle the issues in our neighborhood alone
in a silo. First Glance Urban Youth Center provides preventative services and activities
for kids of all ages. The Church on the Boulevard has a food pantry. Just a Dad from
Akron does community outreach and helps people struggling with addiction. Kenmore
Neighborhood Alliance is bringing fresh economic vigor and revitalization onto the
Kenmore Boulevard strip and beyond. These are a few examples.

As a Church community, we take love offerings and give to people we know in the
community who are in need. We offer support and counsel to people. We seek to
connect people to Christ and the Church so they’ll have a village around them to
support them. We can’t do it alone, but we’ll keep making dents in the enemies of
hunger, poverty, addiction, abuse, violence, and mental health issues.

It’s bizarre to me that so many Jesus followers want to establish and be a part of
Church communities who pour oodles of money into facilities, lighting, sound systems,
decor, and staff when, sometimes five to thirty minutes down the road, there are people
suffering in the ways that those in our community observe. But I digress. I’m not against
well-off Churches and ministries, I just see Paul’s heart here. We know many people in
our neighborhood that are hanging on by a thread. Some who love Jesus and some
who don’t. And I’m telling you, a $70 Walmart card has brought tears to the eyes of
some of the saints who dwell in the hood. When you see it first hand it’s hard to move
on in life and ignore it!

Macedonia and Achaia were Roman provinces located in modern-day Greece.
Macedonia would have included the churches at Philippi and Thessalonica; Achaia
would have included Corinth. When talking of a “contribution” Paul used the Greek word
koinōnia; this word was literally rendered as “fellowship” and in this instance referred to
joining others via financial support. The Macedonian and Achaian churches offered
financial support for the disadvantaged Jesus followers in Jerusalem. Paul hoped that
through the collection, Gentile believers could show their generosity and love for their



Jewish brothers and sisters. He also hoped that it would promote unity among the
believers. See 2 Cor 8–9.8

When our brothers and sisters, via the spiritual line of Christ or the human line of Adam,
are experiencing unexpected hardship and difficulty, Christ naturally calls us to step into
the gap and help them tangibly.

Paul goes on;
27 Yes, they were pleased, and indeed are indebted to them. For if the Gentiles have
shared in their spiritual benefits, then they are obligated to minister to them in material
needs. 28 So when I have finished this and safely delivered the funds to them,, I will visit
you on the way to Spain. 29 I know that when I come to you, I will come in the fullness of
the blessing of Christ.

30 Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, through our Lord Jesus Christ and
through the love of the Spirit, to strive together with me in prayers to God on my behalf.
31 Pray that I may be rescued from the unbelievers in Judea, that my ministry to
Jerusalem may be acceptable to the saints, 32and that, by God’s will, I may come to you
with joy and be refreshed together with you. (Romans 15:27-32)

The Gentile Jesus followers in Macedonia and Achaia were pleased to give to the likely
mostly Israelite Jerusalem Jesus followers. They were “pleased, and indeed indebted to
them. For they shared in their spiritual benefits, and felt obligated to minister to them in
their material needs.” The Church in Jerusalem certainly had rich roots, being one of the
earliest places where the Holy Spirit had poured out His presence in power and drawn
many into relationship with Christ (Acts 2). On top of that, many of the Christ followers
there had Old Covenant, Old Testament ties, roots and DNA that blessed the rest of the
Church. And here they were, suffering under major persecution, ostracization, hunger,
and financial difficulties. So no doubt these Gentile Jesus people were psyched to bless
them.

And anyone who has the financial means and surplus to bless people, and are blessed
by their ministry, will want to do like the Macedonian and Achaian believers did. Grateful
for the spiritual benefits, the Holy Spirit will lead them to provide tangibly with joy.

When my wife Sarah and I were in our first year of marriage in 2004, we got the
unexpected joy of having Doug and Paula Ley in our life. Doug and Paula had been
married for about twenty years at that time, and they were on furlough from being
missionaries in Cairo, Egypt for a year.
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The Lord led Doug and Paula to spend that year intentionally with my wife Sarah and I,
and they loved us, poured into us, discipled us, and taught us everything they knew
about walking with Jesus at the time. They shared their very lives with us- telling us all
their struggles, and genuinely being our friends, not just treating us like a project. We
were massively impacted by their ministry. Sarah and I were certainly “Gentiles” in a
sense- we had both grown up in agnostic homes, and were eager to learn how to live
for Jesus.

We tearfully bid them goodbye when they moved to a new missionary adventure in
Amman, Jordan. And from there we started to financially support them, and continued to
do so whenever we could for the next ten years.

Big lesson ya’ll- when somebody blesses your life in the name of Christ- bless them
back however you’re able to! Through serving, time, encouragement, finances, or
whatever else, the Lord will lead you!

Now let’s look back at Romans 15:30.

Since Paul fully experienced how unexpected trials, difficulties, sicknesses,
persecutions, and imprisonments could bring about unexpected twists and turns in his
journey on Christ’s mission, he requested prayer. The Apostle Paul recognized his need
for intercessory prayer support from his readers and asked for it again and again (Eph.
6:19–20; Col. 4:3–4; 1 Thes. 5:25; 2 Thes. 3:1–2; Phile. 22). Here he entreated the
Romans through our Lord Jesus Christ and through the love of the Spirit, to strive
together with him through prayer. “The love of the Spirit” was probably the love given by
the Spirit (cf. Rom. 5:5), not love for the Spirit. Recognizing that divine love, they would
be motivated to pray.9

One of the most wonderful gifts we can give one another through the unexpected twists
and turns of life is the gift of praying for one another. The Holy Spirit leads and inspires
us to do so. We certainly don’t, in our own power and leading, decide to do so. Plus, the
Holy Spirit deeply knows what others are going through and leads us to pray
accordingly! Lifting one another up to the King and making requests known is such a
beautiful way to bless and love one another. It’s good to text folks and ask how we can
pray. It’s good to pray for people right in the moment that they request prayer. It’s good
to let people know that we’re praying for them, and to continue to do so. Sometimes I
even send audio and video messages to people where I simply pray for them because
the Spirit compels me to do so. However the Spirit compels you today, jump into it!
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The book of Acts tells us that Paul got to Rome, but not when or in the manner he
anticipated! (Acts 27–28) And like we said, whether he ever got to Spain no one knows
for sure. All of us should plan ahead, but we should also be flexible and ready for the
unexpected.10

The journey of following Jesus is all about the unexpected…

I certainly didn’t expect that following Jesus meant that I would end up working in three
different spiritually abusive situations, and have to work all of that out and heal over time
in therapy and with the help of mentors discipling me.

I certainly didn’t expect that following Jesus would mean that I’d have to come face to
face with my own childhood wounds- growing up in a family as an only child where my
parents fought a lot and I felt put in the middle.

I certainly didn’t expect that following Jesus would mean that I’d be led to pastor a
Church in a rough, urban neighborhood that’s hard to grow a Church in, but has needs
for missional Christ followers to jump in and make a difference.

But hey, Paul went through some unexpected craziness too, and far beyond any crazy
things I’ve been through.

Paul made three specific prayer requests in regard to the unexpected realities he was
facing;

1. that he may be rescued from the unbelievers in Judea,
2. that his ministry to Jerusalem may be acceptable to the saints, and that,
3. by God’s will, he may come to (the Roman disciples) with joy and be refreshed

together with them.

Paul definitely wanted the second and third requests to be addressed via prayer. He
wanted his brothers and sisters, central leaders in the movement of the early Church in
Jerusalem, to be blessed by his work and labor for Christ. He wanted to spend some
quality time with the disciples of Jesus in Rome and be built up and refreshed with them
together.

But the first prayer request about being “rescued from the unbelievers in Judea”. What
was Paul talking about there?
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We gotta know what kind of unexpected insanity Paul had experienced in Judea. Just
look at the account of it in Acts 21;
27 When the seven days were nearly over, some Jews from the province of Asia saw
(Paul) in the temple, stirred up the whole crowd, and seized him, 28 shouting, “Fellow
Israelites, help! This is the man who teaches everyone everywhere against our people,
our law, and this place. What’s more, he also brought Greeks into the temple and has
defiled this holy place.” 29 For they had previously seen Trophimus the Ephesian in the
city with him, and they supposed that Paul had brought him into the temple.

30 The whole city was stirred up, and the people rushed together. They seized Paul,
dragged him out of the temple, and at once the gates were shut.

31 As they were trying to kill him, word went up to the commander of the regiment that
all Jerusalem was in chaos. 32 Taking along soldiers and centurions, he immediately ran
down to them. Seeing the commander and the soldiers, they stopped beating Paul. 33

Then the commander approached, took him into custody, and ordered him to be bound
with two chains. He asked who he was and what he had done. 34 Some in the crowd
were shouting one thing and some another. Since he was not able to get reliable
information because of the uproar, he ordered him to be taken into the barracks. 35

When Paul got to the steps, he had to be carried by the soldiers because of the violence
of the crowd, 36 for the mass of people followed, yelling, “Get rid of him!” (Ac 21:27–36)

Paul went through wild amounts of persecution in Judea, and beyond. He was asking
for prayers that he might endure it all, and if possible, be spared from some. But
unexpectedly, he went through probably a whole lot more than he anticipated. Be
encouraged today that some of the most faithful Christ followers have been through the
most unexpected and difficult sufferings. Whatever suffering you’re going through,
God’s got you. And with Paul, may we just say;

33May the God of peace be with all of you. Amen. (Ro 15:33)

We all face the unexpected, constantly, and we, with Paul, can encourage one
another and pray for one another that “the God of peace would be with us all”. Amen
and amen!


