“Facts in Acts”  ( 18 part sermon series on Book of Acts )
08/16/09  Sermon # 12:   “ Paul’s Last Words to the Ephesians Pastors! ”  

( Text:  Acts 20:17-32 )

************************************************************************

     Today’s reading from Acts chapter 20 has some important information that applies to every single one of us as Christians.  However, this reading especially gets my attention because in today’s reading the Apostle Paul gives some very important advice to his fellow pastors.  

     Since I’m a pastor – a called and ordained servant of God’s Word – I need to listen closely to what Paul says.  Of course, since I am YOUR pastor, these words also apply to YOU because God worked through YOU to call me here to serve you and bless you by faithfully proclaiming God’s Word to you.  With that in mind, let’s examine today’s reading and learn what God wants to teach us today.  
     At the beginning of our reading we see that Paul ends up in the city of Miletus after doing mission work in various other cities.  Of one the cities in which Paul did mission work was Ephesus.  Many Jews and Gentiles in Ephesus came to faith in Jesus, and some of the men there received training so they could be pastors to the Christians in the region of Ephesus.
     Now, once Paul arrived in Miletus, he sent word to the Ephesian pastors to have them come to Miletus to meet with Paul.  The city of Miletus was about 40 miles south of Ephesus, so it took the Ephesian pastors a few days to get there – but they were dedicated to this journey because Paul was one of the Apostles, chosen by Jesus Himself.  The Ephesian pastors wanted to hear what Paul had to say to them in person.   So, what did Paul have to say to them?

     In Acts 20:18-21 Paul stresses that he worked very hard and endured much suffering in order to make sure that people heard the truth.  As Paul said:  “I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus.”  Paul wants these Ephesians pastors to follow his example.  Paul wants them to work hard in the ministry and to speak God’s Truth in love – even if it means being persecuted for being faithful to God’s Word.

     Now let’s look at Acts 20:22-24.  Paul goes on to say that the Holy Spirit is leading him to go on to Jerusalem and do more mission work there.  Paul isn’t sure what will happen to him, but he does know that he will face some sort of persecution.

     My friends, Paul is an inspiration to me and every Christian.  Even though he knows that living for Jesus and being His witness will result in persecution and hardship, he is willing to follow Christ and be faithful to him.  

     Now, why is Paul willing to be a witness for Jesus even though it will mean suffering?  The reason is that Paul knows he has been given what he needs most!  Paul has the forgiveness of his sins through Jesus’ death and the certain hope of the resurrection and eternal life through Jesus’ resurrection.  God’s love for Paul has given Paul the desire to love God in return by living according to His will – even if it means personal sacrifice.

     This is a wonderful example for us Christians today – and especially for me, as your pastor.  Let’s face it.  Sometimes it can be very difficult being a Christian.  Being a Christian means that we repent of the sins we struggle with every day and learn to say “No!” to our sinful desires while we watch others around us live as they please.  Being a Christian means that we say “Yes!” to the good things that God wants us to do even though this may mean hard work and sacrifice.  Being a Christian means putting God and others first and striving to be a servant.

     But even though living as a Christian can be a real challenge in our world where there are so many distractions and deceptions from the devil; even though being faithful to God’s Word can be hard when it results in people ignoring us, mocking us or even persecuting us – nevertheless, we have courage, comfort and hope because through Jesus we know that our many sins are forgiven and that we have the certain hope of eternal life with God even in the face of death itself.

     In addition, even though there are people in this world who will hate us because they also hate God’s Word.  Nevertheless, we Christians are not alone!  Not only will God never leave us or forsake us.  But God has also given us one another.  We can support one another as fellow brothers and sisters in Christ.  That’s why it’s so important for us to meet together, pray for each other, and encourage one another.  I know that I thank God for you and the many other Christian friends God has given me.  We’re not alone!

     With that said, let’s examine Acts 20:25-31.  Paul here gives the Ephesian pastors some information that is very difficult for them to hear.  

     First, Paul let’s them know that they will never see him again – at least not in this life.  No wonder Paul wanted to meet with them in person!  Second, Paul stresses that they must show love for God’s people by faithfully proclaiming His Word to them.
     Paul speaks these words which also apply to pastors today:  “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.  Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood.”  Here we see that pastors are entrusted with the responsibility of shepherding God’s people – and we do this by using the staff of God’s Holy Word.  

     My primary job as a pastor is to preach and teach God’s Word in its truth and purity, and your primary job as Christians is to receive that preaching and teaching as often as possible so that you can be comforted by the Gospel and become mature in your faith so that you can live as God’s people in this world.  Listen to what Paul writes to a young pastor named Timothy!  In 1st Timothy chapter 4 we read:  “…devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to preaching and to teaching.  Do not neglect your gift, which was given you through a prophetic message when the body of elders laid their hands on you.  Be diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them, so that everyone may see your progress.  Watch your life and doctrine closely.  Persevere in them, because if you do, you will save both yourself and your hearers.”
     My friends, the only way I can fulfill this awesome responsibility is by the Grace of God and your prayers.  You see, I’m a sinner just like you.  Only by God’s Grace and your loving prayers can I be the kind of godly pastor that Christ wants me to be.  So please pray that God will help me to be faithful, and also ask God to motivate you to receive the gifts He wants to give you through me on a regular basis.
     Having said that, Paul mentions another detail that is very difficult for the Ephesian pastors to hear.  Paul warns them that false teachers will arise who will distort the truth of God’s Word and bring much harm to God’s sheep.  Some of these false teachers will even claim to represent Christ.  They will call themselves Christians!  But we will know they are not Christians because their teaching will conflict with Christ’s teaching as given to us in Holy Scripture.

     My friends, we live in a culture where many false teachers have arisen who claim to be Christians and yet deny basic doctrines of the Christian faith – and many have been misled by them.  I have actually met pastors in this area who deny that Jesus is God and deny that He died for our sins.  Yet they claim to be Christians, and some people follow them.  

     Therefore, we need to ask God to help us remain faithful to His Word.  We must all make it a priority to hear God’s Word preached and taught so that we can discern truth from error and be a witness for Jesus in our generation where so many are being deceived by the appealing lies of the evil one.

     This reminds me of what Paul wrote to Timothy.  In 2nd Timothy chapter 4 we read:  “Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage – with great patience and careful instruction.  For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine.  Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear … But you, keep you head in all situations, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry.”
     Finally, Paul gives the Ephesian pastors and us these wonderful words of encouragement:  “Now I commit you to God and to the word of his grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified.”  Simply put, we are in God’s Hands!  The word of God’s grace will build us up – assuring us of His forgiveness when we fail; assuring us of His love when we feel forsaken; assurance us of certain hope when things seen hopeless.
     I thank God that I get to proclaim His Word of grace to you.  In the place of Christ and by His command I get to say to you:  “Your sins are forgiven!  You are God’s dearly loved children!  You have the certain hope of eternal life in His love!”  My friends, this word of grace gives us the comfort and the strength we need to live as God’s children every day.  This same word of grace gives me the comfort and strength I need to serve you as your pastor.

     Just think of it!  What Paul says to the Ephesian pastors is also true for each one of you who trust in Jesus as your Lord and Savior.  Paul says you have an inheritance!  What does this mean?  Listen to these words from 1st Peter chapter 1:  “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!  In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade – kept in heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God’s power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time.  In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials.  These have come so that your faith … may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.  Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy, for you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls.”

     Isn’t that awesome!  We have an eternal inheritance through faith in Jesus!  This inheritance is the foundation and motivation for my life as a pastor and your lives as God’s people as we all strive to live for Jesus in this world.  Amen!
Amen!

