FUTURE TRAVEL PLANS
But now that there is no more place for me to work in these regions, and since I have been longing for many years to visit you, 24 I plan to do so when I go to Spain. I hope to see you while passing through and to have you assist me on my journey there, after I have enjoyed your company for a while. 25 Now, however, I am on my way to Jerusalem in the service of the saints there. 26 For Macedonia and Achaia were pleased to make a contribution for the poor among the saints in Jerusalem. 27 They were pleased to do it, and indeed they owe it to them. For if the Gentiles have shared in the Jews’ spiritual blessings, they owe it to the Jews to share with them their material blessings. 28 So after I have completed this task and have made sure that they have received this fruit, I will go to Spain and visit you on the way. 29 I know that when I come to you, I will come in the full measure of the blessing of Christ.
30 I urge you, brothers, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to join me in my struggle by praying to God for me.31 Pray that I may be rescued from the unbelievers in Judea and that my service in Jerusalem may be acceptable to the saints there, 32 so that by God’s will I may come to you with joy  and together with you be refreshed. 33 The God of peace be with you all. Amen.
                                                                                                                                          Romans 15:23-33
Having shared with the Roman church his understanding of own calling and ministry, Paul now opens up a little of his future travel plans. First he plans to sail from Corinth to Jerusalem, taking with him the collection which he has been organising. Then he plans to go from Jerusalem to Rome, even though he will only be ‘passing through’ (16:24). Then he wants to go to Spain.
So taking the trips one by one:

(1) the planned visit to Rome (15:23,24)
The time at last seems right for Paul to visit Rome. Three factors lie behind the release. First, his missionary service in the Eastern Mediterranean is complete. ‘But now that there is no more place for me to work in these regions’ (15:23). This has to be understood in the light of Paul’s missionary policy explained in 15:20. He means that there is no more opportunity in Greece for his pioneer church planting ministry because that initial work has been done.

Secondly, ‘I have been longing for many years to visit you’ (15:23). This has been Paul’s very real desire over ‘many years’ which all the hindrances and frustrations have not been able to quench.
Thirdly, he has come to see his visit to Rome as a stepping stone to Spain. ‘I plan to do so (visit you) when I go to Spain’ (15:24). This perspective helps him keep his resolve not to build on somebody else’s foundation. He will only be ‘passing through’ (15:24). But Paul has a second hope. ‘I hope to see you … and to have you assist me on my journey there (to Spain), after I have enjoyed your company for a while’ (15:24). Paul’s hope that they might ‘assist’ him might include financial help and provisions and possibly even as escort for some of the journey. Paul might have hoped to establish an ongoing relationship with the Christians in Rome so that they would continue to support him, as other churches had done previously.
But first he has another journey to make.

(2) the planned visit to Jerusalem (15:25-27)
‘Now, however, I am on my way to Jerusalem in the service of the saints there’ (15:25). His departure is imminent. His purpose is to ‘serve the saints’ there, the people of God, in this case the Jewish Christian community. To explain this Paul first gives the facts about the collection (15:26) and then its significance (15:27).

‘For Macedonia (the churches of northern Greece) and Achaia (the churches of southern Greece) were pleased to make a contribution for the poor among the saints in Jerusalem’ (15:26). No explanation is given about the cause of poverty amongst the Christians in Jerusalem. The churches of Greece ‘were pleased to make a contribution’ for the Jerusalem poor. ‘Contribution’ literally means a ‘common share’ in anything (koinonia), here meaning contributing to the collection.
Why was this collection so important to Paul? ‘For if the Gentiles have shared in the Jews’ spiritual blessings, they owe it to the Jews to share with them their material blessings’ (15:27). It is not just a charitable project. It is also designed to bring into closer fellowship Gentile and Jewish believers. The Gentiles, after all, have benefited spiritually from the Jews. As Paul explained in 11:17 and 18, Gentile Christians derive whatever spiritual blessings they experience from the Jewish Messiah and the fulfillment of God’s promises to Israel (4:13-16; 15:7,8). The Gentile Christians can partly repay this debt by sharing with the Jewish Christians their own material blessings.
(3) the planned visit to Spain (15:28,29)
Paul will only head for Rome and Spain when he has ‘completed this task’ (15:28) of bringing the collection to Jerusalem. He hints at why he must accompany the collection in the phrase ‘I … have made sure that they have received this fruit’ (literally: I have sealed for them this fruit [15:28]). The idea of ‘sealing’ was associated with official affirmation of authenticity (2 Corinthians 1:22; Ephesians 1:13; 4:30 where we are sealed by the Holy Spirit as a proof of God’s work in us). As the apostle to the Gentiles Paul wants to accompany the gift to Jerusalem to authenticate its purpose and the genuineness of the love of the givers. Once this was complete Paul’s desire was to ‘go to Spain and visit you on the way’ (15:28).
Some two years previously Paul told the Corinthians that in keeping with his pioneer missionary policy, he was hoping ‘to preach the gospel in the regions beyond you’ (2 Corinthians 10:16). We will probably never know if he reached and evangelised Spain. Clement of Rome, in his first letter to the Corinthians (usually dated around 96,97AD) noted Paul’s ‘noble renown’ as a herald of the gospel. “To the whole world he taught righteousness, and reaching the limits of the West he bore witness before rulers.” It is possible that Paul was released from prison in Rome where Acts concludes, and that he then resumed his missionary travels, including a visit to Spain before being re-arrested, imprisoned and finally beheaded during Nero’s persecution.
Once the collection is delivered to the church in Jerusalem, Paul knows he will then be free to pursue other plans. He will be able to come to the church in Rome ‘in the full measure of the blessing of Christ’ (15:30)

Paul concludes with prayer requests for his visits (15:30-32)

‘I urge you, brothers, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to join me in my struggle by praying to God for me’ (15:30). Paul earlier assured the Roman Christians that he was constantly praying for them (1:9f) and now he wants them to pray for him. They are ‘brothers’ in God’s family so he appeals to them ‘by our Lord Jesus Christ’ (our common Lord) and ‘by the love of the Spirit’ (our common love birthed in us through the same Holy Spirit).

Paul calls on his readers to join him in this ‘struggle’ by praying. ‘Be my allies in the fight’ (NEB). The term ‘struggle’ may suggest that prayer involves ‘wrestling with God’ (Genesis 32:24ff) or the diligence needed to make headway through prayer. But because Paul uses the term to describe his own ministry (Colossians 1:29 cf.4:12; 1 Timothy 4:10) he is more likely inviting the Roman Christians to participate with him, through prayer, in his missionary work.
Paul asks them to pray for two things. The first concerns the opposition of unbelievers. ‘Pray that I may be rescued from the unbelievers (literally: those who disobey) in Judea’ (15:31). He knows he has many enemies among the unbelieving Jews who would take steps to stop him. He knows in the natural that he is in danger. He will soon admit while en route to Jerusalem ‘I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus’ (Acts 21:13).

Paul’s second prayer request relates to the Jewish Christian community. ‘Pray … that my service in Jerusalem may be acceptable to the saints there’ (15:31). He realises it might be difficult for them to accept the offering. By accepting the gift, Jewish believers could be seen to be endorsing Paul’s gospel and his seeming disregard for the Jewish law and traditions. But if his gift was to be rejected, this would widen the rift between Jew and Gentile believers possibly irrevocably. Paul wants Jewish-Gentile solidarity in the body of Christ strengthened by the Jewish Christians acceptance of the gift.
Paul now asks for prayer for his visit to Rome. He sees the two visits connected. His voyage to Rome is really only possible if his visit to Jerusalem is successful. So he asks the Roman church to pray that he might be protected and his gift accepted in Jerusalem, not only because these are important in themselves but also ‘so that by God’s will I may come to you with joy and together with you be refreshed’ (15:32). Whatever the reception in Jerusalem, he knows he will need the refreshment fellowship with the Roman Christians will bring.

Paul’s reference to the will of God is important (‘so that by God’s will I may come to you’). He has prayed earlier that ‘now at last by God’s will the way may be opened’ for him to come to Rome (1:10). Here he repeats that it be by God’s will. We don’t pray to bend God’s will to ours. We pray to align our will with His. The promise that our prayer is answered is conditional on our asking ‘according to his will’ (1 John 5:14). Every prayer we pray must be a variation on the theme ‘Your will be done’ (Matthew 6:10).
Paul ends this part of the letter with a third benediction, ‘The God of peace be with you all. Amen’ (15:33). He chooses this time to call God ‘the God of peace’ (or reconciliation) which is a very Jewish concept, and instead of writing ‘with you’ he writes ‘with you all.’ These are very real clues that Paul is very preoccupied with Jewish-Gentile unity.
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