PAUL AND HIS OPERATIONAL PLAN
To all in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints:
Grace and peace to you from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ.
8 First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is being reported all over the world. 9 God, whom I serve with my whole heart in preaching the gospel of his Son, is my witness how constantly I remember you 10 in my prayers at all times; and I pray that now at last by God’s will the way may be opened for me to come to you. 11 I long to see you so that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to make you strong— 12 that is, that you and I may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith. 13 I do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters, that I planned many times to come to you (but have been prevented from doing so until now) in order that I might have a harvest among you, just as I have had among the other Gentiles.
                                                                                                                                           Romans 1:7-13
‘To all in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints’ (1:7). Having described himself, (both his apostleship and his gospel), Paul addresses his readers, described in three ways. They are first of all ‘loved by God’ (1:7) as His very own children. Secondly, they are ‘called to be saints’ (1:7). ‘Saints’ or ‘holy people’ was a common term for Israel (Exodus 19:6). These Gentile Christians are now also saints. All Christians are called by God to belong to Jesus Christ (1:6) and to be His holy people. 
The Roman Christians, thirdly, are recipients of God’s grace and peace: ‘Grace and peace to you from God our Father and from the Lord Jesus Christ’ (1:7). Aaron’s blessing in Numbers 6:24-26 was a prayer that Yahweh would both be gracious to His people and give them His peace. The first readers of this letter, though largely Gentiles, had a deep familiarity with the Old Testament – perhaps because they had been ‘God-fearers’ before their conversion. They would have immediately recognised from Paul’s wording that though Gentiles, they were fully included in God’s people. The grace of God is His free and unmerited favour to us, imparted through Christ; the peace of God is the extraordinary well-being we enjoy through that grace.
‘First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you’ (1:8). Paul begins with ‘First’ but we never reach ‘second.’ The word can mean first priority (‘first of all’) and not just the first in a sequence.

Paul’s thanksgiving is to ‘my God’ but is ‘through Jesus Christ’ (1:8). It is not only through Christ that God’s grace comes to us but also through Christ that our thanks go to the Father. The reason for Paul’s thanks is the wide reputation of the Christians in Rome. ‘Your faith is being reported all over the world’ (1:8) is hyperbole but it would be natural for Christians throughout the Mediterranean world to be aware that the gospel was planted in the capital of the empire itself. The apostle reinforces his sense of commitment to them by emphasising his constant prayer for them: ‘God … is my witness how constantly I remember you in my prayers at all times’ (1:9). For Paul to say he ‘constantly’ prays for them shows the high priority he gave to praying for the churches.
Paul says that he serves God by preaching ‘with my whole heart … the gospel of His Son’ (1:9). ‘With my whole heart’ is literally ‘in the spirit/Spirit’ meaning Paul’s own spirit is caught up in God’s Spirit and he now serves God in and by means of that transformed spirit.

‘I pray now at last by God’s will the way may be opened for me to come to you’ (1:10). Some six to eight years before Paul is writing this letter there had been trouble among the Jews in Rome. It is possible that this had been caused by the coming of the gospel to the Jewish groups in the city. In 49AD Claudius, the Roman Emperor had reacted by expelling the Jewish community from Rome. Christianity was viewed by the Romans as an off-shoot of the Jewish religion and so Jewish Christians would have also been forced to leave. Claudius’ death in 54AD brought Nero to the throne and the Jews were allowed back along with the Jewish Christians. All this may be behind Paul’s ‘at last … the way may be opened for me to come to you’ (1:10).
‘I long to see you so that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to make you strong’ (1:11). At first sight we might interpret ‘spiritual gift’ in terms of what are often called Christ’s gifts (Ephesians 4:11), the Spirit’s gifts (1 Corinthians 12:8-10), the motivational grace gifts (Romans 12:6-8) or God’s composite gifts (1 Corinthians 12:28). But because none of these gifts are said in scripture to be imparted by a person and because Paul only uses the term ‘spiritual gift’ here, the possibility is that he was thinking of the blessing that would result from his ministry in Rome (Romans 15:27).

‘That is, that you and I may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith’ (1:12). Paul seems to catch himself mid-sentence. What he has just written suddenly seems one-sided, as if he has everything to give and nothing to receive. So he qualifies his purpose. He doesn’t want to claim authority over a community he didn’t birth.  According to early memories recorded in the second century, Peter had gone to Rome after his narrow escape in Jerusalem (Acts 12) and had been the first to announce to a surprised capital, probably to the sizeable Jewish community there, that God had at last sent Israel’s Messiah, and that this man, Jesus of Nazareth, had been raised from the dead to be Lord of the earth. Paul doesn’t want to imply to the church in Rome that they are deficient. He thanks God for them, prays for them, and looks forward to being with them so that he can be encouraged by their faith as they, he trusts, will be by his. 
‘I do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters, that I planned many times to come to you (but have been prevented from doing so until now) in order that I might have a harvest among you, just as I have had among the other Gentiles’ (1:13). As Paul thinks of the ministry he hopes to have in Rome, he turns his attention to his plans for such a visit. He is apparently aware that some Christians in Rome have been critical of him for ‘ignoring’ them for so long and so wants them to understand his failure to visit Rome was not because of a lack of will but a lack of opportunity. The most likely explanation is the one he mentions towards the end of the letter, that his evangelistic work in and around Greece had not yet been completed (15:22ff). He wanted to visit them ‘in order that I might have a harvest among you.’ The word ‘harvest’ is literally ‘fruit’ inferring Paul wanted to win converts in Rome ‘just as I have … among the other Gentiles’ (1:13).
From chapter 16 we see the church met in a few houses for worship, prayer, teaching and the breaking of bread. There were probably not more than a hundred Christians in a city of at least a million inhabitants.
Paul was ever prayerful, ever persistent, ever planning and ever preaching. He made prayer for the churches high priority (Ephesians 1:16; Philippians 1:3,4; Colossians 1:3; 1 Thessalonians 1:2; 2 Thessalonians 1:3). He persisted in every venture for Christ, refusing to be put off by the obstacles that even turned his fellow workers away (Acts 13:13). He was always planning on evangelising where the gospel had not yet gone. In Romans 15:15,23,24 Paul outlines his desire to use Rome as a base in his future mission into Spain. And finally he was ever the preacher, recognising that God used the ‘foolishness’ of preaching to brings souls to Himself (1 Corinthians 1:21).
Where are you in each of these four areas – prayer, persistence, planning and preaching? What are you doing to make Christ known? Knowing God and making Him known – there can be nothing greater. Do you have people in mind that you regularly pray will come to Christ? Do you pray for and look for opportunities to share Christ with them and others? This was how Paul thought. Make it the way you think too.
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