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Introduction: Calling the Elders of Ephesus (17-18a)
This passage is about Paul’s last meeting with the elders of Ephesus.

His message is a message to the elders.

And so this sermon is, in a sense, a sermon to the elders –

to myself, and to those who are elders,



as well as to those who one day may become elders




(either in this church or in another).

And yet Luke puts this episode in his second letter to Theophilus – 

whose name means “lover of God” 


and so is representative for all believers.

And so this sermon is for all those who love God,

and who desire to know how to live together in his church –



the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood.

Paul has set his face to go to Jerusalem for Pentecost (like Jesus in Luke for Passover)

Acts 20 has some echoes of Jesus speaking to the apostles before he went away.

The structure of Paul’s talk is fairly simple.


It opens and closes with appeals to his hearers, “you yourselves know” (verses 18 and 34)



and each paragraph within the talk begins “and now.”


In verses 18-21 Paul recounts his past dealings with the Ephesians.


In verses 22-24 he speaks of what is going to happen to him.

In verses 25-31 he admonishes the elders of Ephesus to be careful in his absence.


In verses 32-33 he then commends them to God.

In verses 34-35 he concludes by urging them to imitate him.

You can see this structure quickly:


18b
“You yourselves know…”

22 “And now, behold…”

25 “And now, behold, I know …”

32 “And now…”

34
“You yourselves know…”

And in each of these sections, Paul uses a different phrase to describe his teaching:

In the first section (verses 18-21) Paul speaks of “testifying both to Jews and to Greeks 

of repentance toward God and of faith in our Lord Jesus Christ”


In the second section (verses 22-24) he says that his ministry is



“to testify to the gospel of the grace of God.”


In the third section (25-31) he uses two different phrases,



“proclaiming the kingdom” (v25) and



“declaring to you the whole counsel of God” (v27)


And in the fourth section (32-33) he commends them



“to God and to the word of his grace.”

What is the difference between the “testifying to the gospel”


“proclaiming the kingdom”



and “declaring the whole counsel of God”?

Some would say that the “gospel” is the simplest part – that is just the message of what Jesus did.

Proclaiming the kingdom, they would say, 

goes a step further in explaining the message of Jesus.


And declaring the whole counsel of God is the complete teaching ministry of the apostle.

But if you look at the way Paul uses these phrases in this chapter,

you must come to the conclusion that there really is no difference.

Indeed, these three more “technical” terms

“testifying to the gospel,” “proclaiming the kingdom,” 

and “declaring the whole counsel of God”


could also be described in the language of verse 20,



“I did not shrink from declaring to you anything that was profitable.”

Paul does not think of these as separate things.

Testifying to the gospel,



proclaiming the kingdom,




and declaring the whole counsel of God,



all refer to the same thing.

Paul’s ministry is a ministry of proclaiming the gospel, the kingdom, the whole counsel of God.
And Paul urges the elders of Ephesus to imitate him in that ministry.
1. Paul’s Past: Testifying of Repentance toward God and Faith in the Lord Jesus Christ (18b-21)
Paul starts by reminding them of his past.

You yourselves know two things.

1) how I lived among you the whole time from the first day that I set foot in Asia, 

serving the Lord with all humility and with tears 

and with trials that happened to me through the plots of the Jews;


This will be the opening and closing point that Paul makes.



Serving the Lord Jesus means humility and tears.




Serving the Lord Jesus means trial and tribulation.



Look at the character of the gospel ministry.



Look at the manner of life of the elders.



Do we serve the Lord with all humility and with tears?



I say this with fear and trembling,




because I know my own frailty,




but Paul says that one test of the gospel ministry 

is the manner of life of the minister.



NOT, is he perfect,




but is he humble.



Does he serve the LORD with all humility and with tears?


But you also know a second thing:



2) how I did not shrink from declaring to you anything that was profitable, 

and teaching you in public and from house to house, 

testifying both to Jews and to Greeks of repentance toward God 


and of faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.


The second mark of Paul’s ministry is his preaching.




You might have thought that this would be first!



But Paul understands that the most eloquent preacher 

can undermine his whole message by the character of his life.


And that character is also revealed in how he preaches.


Paul says that he did not “shrink back” 

from declaring to you anything that was profitable.



It may not have been pleasant to hear,




but it was profitable – and so Paul boldly proclaimed it!



And Paul taught them both in public and from house to house.




This is the reason why we conduct household visits.



The elders desire to continue Paul’s vision of teaching,





not only in public, but also from house to house.




This happens in the regular visitation, 

but also in shepherding groups, 

and if you ever have questions, you can ask for a visit.


Only in verse 21 does Paul finally come to the content of his teaching:




Testifying both to Jews and to Greeks of repentance toward God 

and of faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.

One way of describing the content of Paul’s teaching is in terms of repentance and faith.


Repentance toward God – to repent means to turn your mind – a change of heart.


And Paul says that his message is a message of repentance.



Both Jews and Greeks need to repent – 

they need to turn from their present course, and turn toward God.


But “repentance toward God” cannot be understood apart from




“faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.”



Repentance and faith are two sides of the same coin.

We must turn away from our old way of life –



for the Jew, that means turning away from an Israel-centered way of thinking,



and for the Greek, that means turning away from a pagan way of thinking –




and we must turn to a “Lord Jesus Christ” way of thinking.


Our hearts and minds must be turned away from our old patterns of life,



and we must believe on the Lord Jesus Christ.


He must become the center of our new way of thinking and knowing and doing.
2. Paul’s Future: Testifying to the Gospel of the Grace of God (22-24)
In verses 22-24 Paul explains what this means for him – and for his own future.

And now, behold, I am going to Jerusalem, constrained by the Spirit,



not knowing what will happen to me there,



except that the Holy Spirit testifies to me in every city 

that imprisonment and afflictions await me.

Paul’s future will consist of more of what he has had in the past!


No servant is greater than his master.



If Jesus suffered when he went to Jerusalem, then so must Paul.

But I do not account my life of any value nor as precious to myself,



if only I may finish my course and the ministry that I received from the Lord Jesus

May this be your motto.


May it be mine!

What is the value of your life?

What is the purpose of your life?



To finish your course.



To finish the ministry that you received from the Lord Jesus.


What was Paul’s ministry:


To testify to the gospel of the grace of God (v24).


The good news of the grace of God –


the good news that God has done in Jesus what we could not do for ourselves.


And this is the ministry that Paul leaves with the church in Ephesus – 


and with us today.


We, as a congregation, are called to testify to the gospel of the grace of God.


I, in my manner of life and in my preaching,



and you, in your words and conduct before the people around you,




we are called to bear witness to the good news of God’s grace.

3. Paul’s Present: Innocent of Their Blood Because He Has Declared the Whole Counsel of God (25-31)
Having spoken of his past and of his future,


Paul then turns to the present in verses 25-31.

Within this central section, there is yet a further structure.

Paul makes two assertions, each followed by a conclusion.



Verse 25, “I know”



Verse 26, “Therefore I testify”



Verse 29, “I know”



Verse 31, “Therefore be alert”


And in between these two assertions is a command.



Verse 28, “Pay careful attention”

This means that verse 28 is the very heart of Paul’s message to the Ephesian elders.
The first assertion is found in verse 25.

And now, behold, 

I know that none of you among whom I have gone about proclaiming the kingdom 


will see my face again.

Paul knows that he is going to his death,



and so he offers a defense of his conduct and teaching:


Therefore I testify to you this day that I am innocent of the blood of all of you,



for I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole counsel of God.

He had said in verse 20 that he did not shrink from declaring anything that was profitable.


Now he restates that – he did not shrink from declaring the whole counsel of God.



The task of the gospel ministry is to declare the whole counsel of God.


This is why I have taken it as my goal to preach through the whole Bible.




I do not wish to get hung up on particular doctrines or themes.



If I am to proclaim the whole counsel of God – the gospel of God’s grace – 





then I cannot let my personal interests get in the way 

of the proclamation of the kingdom.



And this is also why I occasionally preach catechetical series –




like the series that we have Sunday evenings right now –



so that we can cover the basics of the Christian faith.


But Paul says that it is only because he has declared the whole counsel of God



that he can testify that he is innocent of their blood.


What does he mean by that?

That is why we read Ezekiel 33.


Ezekiel says that if a watchman sees an enemy coming and blows the trumpet,




then he is innocent of the blood of the nation.



If the people refused to hear the trumpet, you can’t blame the watchman!



But if the watchman sees and enemy coming and does not blow the trumpet,




then the watchman is guilty before God.



And then God says to Ezekiel:




So you, son of man, I have made a watchman for the house of Israel.


If Ezekiel does not warn the wicked, then God will require their blood at his hand,




in other words, God will judge Ezekiel guilty for their failure to repent.


Paul says that he is innocent of their blood.

He has declared the whole counsel of God – 

he has not shrunk from declaring anything profitable –

and so he may depart from Asia with a clear conscience.

If they refuse to heed his preaching and warnings,



it is not his fault!

But now the calling of the watchman has been given to the Ephesian elders.


And Paul lays this out in verse 28:


Pay careful attention to yourselves and to all the flock,




in which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers,



to care for the church of God, which he obtained with his own blood.

The elders are to be on guard – to pay careful attention to themselves.


The eldership is not just there to watch over the sheep.


They must also watch over themselves.


And this has to do both with conduct and doctrine.


If the elders do not care for each other,



then they really cannot succeed in caring for the church.



And so Paul says first pay careful attention to yourselves.



Elders, look out for each other.


AND for all the flock.



Because the Holy Spirit has made you overseers – bishops. 


Your task is to keep your eyes open – 




to look out for the flock.



To care for the church of God which he obtained with his own blood.

This is a remarkable statement!


God obtained the church with his own blood.


Did you know that God has blood?



He does – in Jesus.


We might prefer to say this,



“the church of God which he obtained with his own blood,




through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ.”


But we should not shy away from Paul’s way of saying it!


Because in Jesus Christ, God obtained a church with his own blood.

God did what we could not do for ourselves.



He paid the price we could not pay.


This is the gospel of the grace of God!
And the elders are now charged with paying careful attention to this flock –

to this church which God obtained with his own blood.

And in verses 29-30 Paul explains why he is being so forceful in saying it this way.

I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, 

not sparing the flock;


and from your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things,



to draw away the disciples after them.


False teachers will arise.


In every generation there have been false teachers –



fierce wolves – who would lead the flock astray.



And Paul warns that they will not only come from outside,




they will also arise from within the teaching ministry of the church.


Men who were once deemed faithful will turn away from the whole counsel of God,



and they will speak “twisted things.”


The very heart of false teaching, of “twisted things,” is the perversion of the truth.



Outright lies are rarely attractive.


The false teacher takes something that is true and twists it.
And so Paul urges the Ephesian elders


Therefore be alert, remembering that for three years I did not cease night or day



to admonish everyone with tears.

False teachers will come,


and the elders will need to have the courage and the conviction 

to stand against them.

4. Paul’s Admonition: Commended to the Grace of God (32-33)
How are the elders supposed to do all this?

How can the elders stand against the false teachers who are coming?

Even as he had begun with an “and now” speaking of his own future in verse 22,

so also he uses an “and now” in speaking of the future of the Ephesian elders,


And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace,



which is able to build you up and to give you the inheritance 

among all those who are sanctified.

It is God who will enable them to stand.

Of course!


But how will God enable them to stand?


It is by the word of his grace.



And the word of his grace is nothing less than the gospel of God’s grace,



the proclamation of the kingdom,




the declaration of the whole counsel of God!



The word of God’s grace is able to build you up.


If you are feeling torn down – if your direction in life is all in jumbles –



then listen to the word of God’s grace,




because it is able to build you up.



And not just “build you up” in some generic and vague sort of way –




but more specifically, 

“to give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified.”


The word of God’s grace is the word that seated Jesus at the right hand of the Father. 


It is that Word that calls you into fellowship with Jesus Christ.

God promised Abraham an inheritance.



He brought Israel into the land as a picture of that inheritance.


But it is only in Jesus Christ that we receive that inheritance.

And it is through his Word that God communicates to us the blessings of that inheritance.


Do you believe that?


Do you believe that the Word of God’s grace is able to build you up?


Do you believe that the Word of God’s grace is able to give you the inheritance?
Then I commend you to God and to the word of his grace!


Too often preachers will commend the word of God to you.



As though the word of God needed my commendation!


Paul’s point here is not to say “you need to read your Bible more.”



Maybe you do – but that is not Paul’s point here.


Paul’s point is to commend you to God and his word.


I do not know how long I will live.

I hope I have thirty more years among you!

But if I should never see your faces again,


then I commend you to God and to the word of his grace.

He will accomplish his purposes in you.

And Paul’s reason for saying this is found in verse 33,


I coveted no one’s silver or gold or apparel.
Why does Paul say this?

Why does he return to this theme of defending his ministry?

5. Paul’s Conclusion: Help the Weak (34-35)
Remember that Paul started his speech by saying that character and teaching are essential.

Even as he began with character,


so now he will end with character.

You yourselves know (you can bear witness)


that these hands ministered to my necessities and to those who were with me.

In all things I have shown you that by working hard in this way


we must help the weak and remember the words of the Lord Jesus,


how he himself said,



‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’
We have no such quote in any of the four gospels,

but Jesus said lots of things that were not written down in the four gospels,


and apparently this saying was one such saying of Jesus that was in circulation.

Certainly it is easy to think of Jesus saying this!
Elders are not supposed to lord it over the flock.

Rather, elders are to follow the example of Paul –



even as he followed the example of Jesus –



in working hard – helping the weak.


If I ever get to the point where I say “I’m too busy to help with a moving party”


please remind me of this sermon!


Sure, part of the reason why we have deacons 

is because the elders don’t have time to organize everything;
but if the pastors and elders are too busy with “important” things


to care for those in need,

then something has gone terribly wrong!

Because, it is more blessed to give than to receive.
Conclusion: Farewell to the Elders of Ephesus (36-38)
And when he had said these things, he knelt down and prayed with them all.
And there was much weeping on the part of all;


they embraced Paul and kissed him,


being sorrowful most of all because of the word he had spoken,



that they would not see his face again.

And they accompanied him to the ship.
Paul concludes his ministry to the elders of Ephesus with prayer.

The word and prayer always go together.


In the word, we hear what God has to say to us.



In prayer, we respond to God’s word.



In the word, we hear that God has done what he has promised.



In prayer, we ask God to continue to do what he has promised.

And such was the love between Paul and the elders of Ephesus

that this parting was accompanied by hugs, kisses and tears.

Hugging, kissing, and weeping are not normally considered “manly” things –

but that is merely the perversion of modern culture.

There is nothing inappropriate about men hugging and kissing men.
Paul is on the road to Jerusalem.


The servant is not greater than his master.

And so now Jesus says to you,

If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me.


Jesus calls. 


Will you follow?

PAGE  
10

