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Text: Acts 20:13-38 
Title: Last Words for the Ephesians 
Truth: The church needs good pastors to protect it from spiritual wolves. God is 
able to strengthen them to protect the church. 
Date/Location: Sunday evening 12/29/2013 and Wed 2/5, 12/2025 at FBC 
 

Introduction 

We follow Paul on his way to Jerusalem. He makes a quick stop near 
Ephesus and Luke records it for the benefit of the church forever after. 

I. Travel Details, v. 13-17 

A. From Troas, Paul traveled to Assos on foot, and the others went ahead in 
the ship. Paul then embarked for the trip to Mitylene, then Chios, then 
Samos and Trogyllium, and finally Miletus. This took at least 5 days of 
traveling time. 

B. Paul was “in a hurry” to get to Jerusalem by Pentecost, so he directed 
that they sail past Ephesus because he knew he would have to stay there 
awhile if he stopped. I believe that in the culture of the time, like in many 
today, if you showed up in a place, you could not just stay for an hour 
and be about your business. It would be a while before you left. 

C. However, he did not want to completely bypass Ephesus entirely because 
it was such an important ministry center for him. So he asked the elders 
of the Ephesian church to meet him at Miletus so he could speak to them 
and enjoy a final time with them before going on to Jerusalem and the 
remainder of his life’s ministry. This is a sad meeting, but also an 
important passing of the baton to the Ephesian church pastors. 

II. Call for An Elders’ Meeting, v. 17 

A. With whom is Paul speaking? These men are called elders in v. 17; they 
were made overseers by the Holy Spirit (v. 28). They were responsible to 
shepherd the church of God (v. 28).  

1. These verses substantiate our view that the pastor (shepherd) holds an 
office which also has oversight (bishop) and elder functions. These are 
not three separate offices. There is one unified responsibility that 
rests upon each man who holds that office in each church. 

2. There may be multiple men in a given church, or just one, to whom 
God has given this calling and gifting.  

3. Bottom line: Paul is talking to the pastors of the Ephesian church(es). 
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III. Paul’s Ministry Model, v. 18-27 and 33-35 

A. Review of Paul’s ministry, v. 18-27 

1. His manner of life, specified by the following 

2. Serving the Lord 

3. With humility 

4. Genuine passion – tears 

5. Through trials 

6. Taught completely both in public and small private settings (homes) 

7. The center of his message: repentance and faith 

8. Expecting imminent imprisonment 

9. He is unmoved by these things 

10. Willing to sacrifice himself for the sake of the gospel 

11. Paul had a consuming desire to finish well and complete the ministry 
that Jesus gave him to testify of the gospel of God’s grace.  

All of this is genuine, from Paul’s heart. It is not fake. 

B. Paul gave them the sad news that he will not see them nor will they see 
Paul ever again (v. 25). It seems that he had the benefit of some special 
revelation to know this.  

C. Because this was the end of the line for Paul’s ministry to the Ephesians, 
he had some final words to share with them. He had the foresight to 
know this day would come, when there would be no further 
opportunities to teach, he had prepared them already by teaching them 
the entire counsel of God. 

 That day is coming for us all in one way or another—as a pastor, as a 
Sunday school teacher, as a parent…there will be a time when we will 
have very limited or no further teaching opportunities with our people. 

D. Paul had taught them the whole counsel of God. This phrase is rich and 
deserves our attention. 

1. “Of God.” Truth that comes from and belongs to God. This is not the 
thoughts of the ungodly (Psalm 1) or the thoughts of mere human 
wisdom. It is truth that comes from God. 

2. “Counsel.” It is the whole divine will of God, what God has decided will 
occur, what morals and truth is to be taught. As we often say, if you 
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want to know what God’s will is for your life, you need not wonder. It 
is written in our Bibles for us. The prophets and apostles taught it, and 
then they wrote down what God wanted them to pass down to us, 
and that is what we have to guide us today. Counsel does not mean 
mere advice. 

3. “Whole.” This means all of it. Paul did not teach only the ABCs of the 
gospel, though he did get those right. He did not rotely repeat certain 
things in a vain way. He dug deep into the wellspring of divine 
revelation and taught it along with its connections and implications. 
What kinds of things did he teach? 

Salvation – not just the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ, but 
the significance of those things and the theological explanation of 
them; repentance and faith; justification, sanctification, 
atonement, forgiveness, adoption, Spirit baptism and indwelling. 

He taught the kingdom (20:25). In Christian churches today, that is an 
advanced topic, but that was square one for Paul. We recognize 
the “dumbing down of America” in the schools. But there is also a 
dumbing down in the churches. This is what makes such topics 
seem advanced. We must be better prepared! 

The rapture and tribulation, as indicated in the Thessalonian letters. 
All about the church—elders, deacons, etc., like in 1 Timothy. 
The place of Israel in the future (Romans 9-11). 
Marriage (Ephesians 5) and conduct in the household. 
Everything you can think of in his New Testament letters covers the 

kinds of things that he taught. 
In short, he taught everything that the Lord commanded his disciples, 

so that we can fulfill what they were commanded to fulfill—the 
Great Commission—by teaching everything the Lord taught us to 
others as well. 

E. Because Paul had done this, he was innocent of their blood, referring to 
their spiritual lives. Even if the people did not respond, his conscience 
was relieved of the burden it would have had he not told them, because 
he had told them. He uses an allusion to the watchman of Ezekiel 3:16-21 
and 33:1-11. No one in the region around Ephesus had an excuse that 
they did not know the gospel, nor the whole truth of the word of God. 
Neither God nor anyone else could blame Paul for not preaching, for he 
had preached—everything! We must do the same. 

F. Paul’s example of labor and giving, v. 33-35. Paul gives a final defense of 
his ministry from charges that he was a money-grubber. The Ephesians 
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were eyewitnesses to the fact that Paul worked with his own hands to 
provide his needs. They could testify that Paul was honest because they 
saw him live for the better part of three years among them. 

 His labor demonstrates the teaching that we must support the weak. In 
this way, Paul was giving instead of receiving. It was more blessed for 
him to do that—to give—than to receive. It took a lot of labor on his part 
to accomplish this. He mentions laboring night and day on several 
occasions (1 Thess. 2:9, 2 Thess. 3:8, perhaps 2 Cor. 11:27). 

 What Paul is saying is that his kind of self-supporting ministry in which he 
could just GIVE to the recipients in the churches (instead of TAKE) was 
the most blessed kind of ministry there is.  

 The principle extends beyond ministry to all of our own lives. With a right 
Christian mindset, it is more blessed to give than receive. With a self-
centered mindset, that is very hard to understand. 

IV. Paul’s Ministry Warning, v. 28-32 

A. An exhortation to be faithful pastors, v. 28-32. Another thing Paul taught 
was that the churches were going to suffer severe problems and that 
they needed to be warned about it. He leads into that next in v. 28. 

1. Take heed to yourselves. This is the minister’s self-watch. Learn 
Scripture yourself, minister! Keep watch over your moral condition. 
Take care to maintain your self-control. It is a dangerous world out 
there and you can fall quickly or almost imperceptibly over time. 

2. Take heed to the flock (Prov. 27:23). This is the minister’s care of the 
church. The Spirit has made the pastor an overseer, a shepherd for 
the church. He can supervise the church in a way that protects it, and 
the big way in which he does this is to preach the entire Bible to them. 

3. The church is purchased by blood. This is the blood of Christ, because 
Christ is God. God the Father and the Spirit do NOT have blood. They 
are SPIRIT beings without a body. Blood here refers to the whole 
cross-work of Christ, not to the thick red liquid only. The idea of 
purchase is that Jesus bought you out of bondage to sin. This implies 
that the church is an extremely valuable possession because it was 
redeemed at the cost of the life of the Son of God. It is the apple of 
His eye and He is zealous for its purity and protection. 

4. Savage wolves will come from outside. They will not spare the 
believers. They do not care about or love believers. They love 
themselves and want, under Satan, to do as much damage as possible 
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to the truth. Paul here prophesies that the church will be under 
spiritual attack by people who want to promote themselves and serve 
their own lusts, rather than to serve the church of Jesus Christ. 

5. Worse yet, similar people will arise from inside the church and do 
basically the same thing—speaking perversity to draw disciples after 
them. For the church and a pastor, it is hard to take when someone 
rises up from inside and goes haywire. These people moved off their 
foundation or never were grounded. Churches can split because of 
people like this. 

 About #4 and #5 – we are in the middle of that today. Look at how 
many groups have a “following” of people who adhere to false 
doctrine—homosexuality, polytheism, works-based salvation, some 
even in the name of Christianity. It is terrible. 

6. Take Paul’s warning to watch! It’s like “Beware of the dog!” Likewise, 
and even more critically, beware of the false teacher! As scared as you 
might be of a growling dog, you need to be more afraid of a false 
teacher. Paul told the Ephesian believers for three years to look out. 
He warned them with tears, fearing that the worst could happen to 
their little church. This is no threat to be taken lightly. 

7. Focus for a second on that last part, that Paul warned everyone all the 
time with tears. This is a life and death matter. Paul’s apostolic 
practice informs us that warning (admonishment, instruction) is a 
basic part of Christian teaching. Statements of the format “Watch out 
for _____” or “Do not get trapped by ____” are typical for Christian 
preaching. We should welcome these warnings gladly, not criticizing 
the preacher for providing them. Paul did. We should too. 

B. Paul commended the elders to God’s grace and God’s word. To 
“commend someone” means to entrust that someone for safekeeping to 
another person or thing which can do the safekeeping. Paul entrusted 
the Ephesian church leaders to God. The antidote to false teaching is God 
and the word of His grace. He and it are able to build up instead of tear 
town like false teaching does; God and His word give a saving inheritance 
instead of a soul-condemning inheritance; God and His word sanctify 
instead of corrupt; they protect instead of endanger; they warn instead 
of lull into sleep. 

 God’s word is that which can protect us, since it has the power and truth 
of God as its foundation and power. 

V. Closing Prayer and Fellowship, v. 36-38 



 6  

At the end, there was an emotional close to the meeting as the text 
describes. Paul’s prayer likely included the themes of which he had just 
spoken, ultimately commending them to God. It sounds as if Paul had to 
“tear himself away” from the Ephesian pastors. 

Conclusion and Applications 

We should keep ourselves in a situation where we can give instead of having 
to receive. Not all will be able to do this, but as much as possible pastors 
and churches should endeavor to support the weak. So, work to that 
end. You cannot suport others if you cannot even support yourself! Also 
note the word “weak.” It often refers to physical weakness; we need not 
support those who are able-bodied. Now, if they have a spiritual 
weakness, that is another matter. 

The pastor’s job is so weighty, so important, so difficult, so dangerous, so 
crucial, so vital. The church depends on good pastors. They must 
pastor/shepherd and oversee/supervise and be mature, and teach 
everything that the Word of God teaches, and protect and guide and 
feed and care for the flock. If necessary, they can help by supporting 
themselves. As church members, we must give every effort to support 
their work and help them. Their work is dangerous. 

As for your own self-watch, take heed to yourself. You may not have the 
same responsibility as your pastor, but you do have responsibilities in the 
church as well as home and elsewhere. And you do not want to become 
a false teacher. Do not start to see your pastor as your adversary. 

Stay in the Word of God which builds you up, which means spiritual growth. 
It provides to you the future blessing of life eternal, righteousness, 
forgiveness, and all that is part of the Christian’s inheritance. 

Obviously for pastors there is a direct application – take heed, preach the 
word, stand ready to fend off attacks. It is unfortunate that we must take 
this stance, but life is real, and so our defensive posture has to be sturdy. 
Strength is a good defense. Weakness invites problems. 

Follow Paul’s passion, integrity, and diligence, his self-sacrificial mindset. 

Keep the core message central in your itneractions with people—
repentance toward God, and faith toward the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Besides all that, I get a strong feeling about the human element of this 
story—with the relationship that existed between Paul and these dear 
believers. One of their precious teachers was being taken from them 
permanently, until they met in Heaven. This does hurt a person’s heart! 
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Still, it is OK to have a friendship with your pastor. Just be aware that 
when you part due to death or relocation or other life circumstances, 
that friendship means more pain. 

MAP 


