God’s Care for his Church
John 21:15-25   Acts 20:17-38

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ, the Lord has called us to live in a day when everything is up in the air. Everything can be questioned; everything can be attacked and nothing is sacred; nothing is above that questioning. That applies to the church too. It applies to the Christian ministry. It applies to the work of the leadership of the church, whatever form that ought to take. It all creates a lot of uncertainty in people’s minds. We live in an age when people are blown from one opinion to the next, even in the church. And the church herself often becomes uncertain of her own place in the world and her own task in the world and how she ought to go about that work. As a matter of fact, sometimes it seems as though the church doesn’t know what that work is anymore. 
Verse 28 is the central verse in our text this morning and it lays out very clearly what Paul thought church leadership was all about. He says to the elders of the church of Ephesus, “Be on guard for yourselves, and all the flock among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God which he purchased with his own blood.” 
This is not the only place Paul spelled this out or showed that he acted according to the principles he lays out in this verse. We saw it already in chapter 14 some months ago. In that chapter we saw that there were essentially three elements in the establishment of the church, given that there is a congregation already. I suppose if you want to include that there are four elements. In sum, 

#
the church of the Lord Jesus Christ is built on the Apostles’ doctrine;

#
Paul appointed elders in every church that he had established in that area of Asia Minor;

#
then finally, before he left, he commended them to the Lord’s grace.
 
This view of the church is reflected in whole or in part numerous times in all of Paul’s writings. But not only in Paul. We find it in the apostle Peter as well. Let me read just four verses from first Peter, chapter five, where Peter says, 

  I exhort the elders among you, as your fellow-elder and witness of the sufferings of Christ and a partaker also of the glory that is to be revealed; shepherd the flock of God among you, exercising oversight, not under compulsion but voluntarily (that idea is also in Paul’s words in our text), according to the will of God; and not for sordid gain but with eagerness, not lording it over those allotted to your charge but proving to be examples to the flock. 
Peter and Paul were only reflecting what Jesus himself told Peter when he restored him to his apostolic ministry after his sad denial of Jesus when Jesus was before Caiaphas, the high priest. Jesus asked Peter three times, “Do you love me?” And three times he told him, “Feed my lambs, feed my sheep.” 
But the idea is even older than that. Peter goes on in that passage from his first letter to speak of the Lord Jesus as the Chief Shepherd and when he does that he is harking back to Psalm 23, “The Lord is my shepherd,” which we have just sung. One of God’s great complaints against the priests and the leaders of Israel in the Old Testament, and this comes out especially in the prophet Ezekiel, is that they did not shepherd Israel his flock. They saw their position as a position of privilege for themselves rather than as a position of service to the Lord’s people. 
So the idea of the essential leadership function of the church being that of shepherding among the flock is a very old idea, and that is the essential function of the leadership of the church. That is the essential task of elders, of ministers, and of deacons as a matter of fact. So as Paul leaves the Ephesian elders for what he believes is likely to be the last time he sees them, which of course gives his words almost the importance and emotional impact of the words of a dying man, what does he say? And remember that these are not only the last words of a very great man to these people; they are Paul’s last words to them about a group of people, the church, over which he has worked very hard at great personal cost, with tears, for many years. They were very dear to him. 
What then does Paul say to these Ephesian elders? There are four headings under which I think we can cover the gist of what Paul says. And the first thing is this: and I put it under the heading; 
1.
The shepherds and the shepherds themselves 

First of all, Paul says, “Be on guard for yourselves.”
 The essential task of a shepherd is to find good pasture for his sheep and to protect them from predators. When David fronted up to King Saul offering to go and meet Goliath and deal with him, he told Saul how in the past he had killed a lion and a bear protecting his father’s sheep. But in the case of the church the human shepherds are only, and still, and always, sheep themselves. Now for sure, they should be reasonably mature sheep. They should be sheep who are grounded in the faith and have some track record of stability. “They are not to be novices,” Paul tells Timothy. But they are still only men and therefore sheep after all. And “all we like sheep went astray, turning every one to his own way,” as Isaiah puts it. And none of us are above that still. None of us are above falling. So Paul could say in verse 30 that, 
  From among your own selves men will arise speaking perverse things to draw away the disciples after themselves. Therefore be on the alert, remembering that night and day for a period of three years I did not cease to admonish each one with tears. 
That is not a very nice thought – that one of us, and Paul is speaking to the elders, might begin to speak perverse things, leading the people away from the Lord, even leading them to follow ourselves. But it has happened many times in the church of the Lord Jesus Christ and you only need to read Revelation chapters two and three, where there are those seven letters to the churches, to see that it happened in churches which were very close neighbours of the church of Ephesus. And brother elders and deacons, let me say that when elders or ministers fall away from the faith or fall into some great sin, or even are just inconsistent and then try to cover up their inconsistencies or their failings, it has a great effect especially on younger people. We need to think about that and be very careful. We need to be real. We need to be straight up and we need to be transparent and honest. 
So Paul says to Timothy in 1 Timothy 4, Timothy, “pay close attention to yourself and to your teaching and persevere in these things. And as you do this, you will ensure salvation both for yourself and for those who hear you.” 
It seems as though the Ephesian elders heeded this exhortation very well. They remained very orthodox. When John, in his letters to the seven churches, wrote to the church in Ephesus, he could say, “I know that you cannot endure evil men and that you put to the test those who call themselves apostles but are not and you found them to be false.”  The Ephesian elders kept the faith, faithfully. But somehow they did it in a rather unbalanced way because John did have one thing – or actually it was Jesus speaking through John in those letters – against the Ephesian church. That was that the Ephesian church had lost its first love. So we need to learn how to do this in the way of the Lord Jesus Christ, out of a love for the Lord, out of a love for the sheep, his people, and not just being sticklers, merely crossing our t’s and dotting our i’s
So there is a warning to us as elders and ministers when we disagree or when we oppose another brother or another session at Presbytery or Synod: is it really over something that we need to fight for? Is it really for the good of the flock? There certainly are such things. Jesus and Paul could be very sharp when they felt they needed to be. But we need to be sure, because we don’t want to fall into the opposite error either. 
So the shepherds must be on guard for themselves. Secondly: 
2.
The shepherds and the sheep 
“Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock,” says Paul, “to shepherd the flock of God.”
 
We see in this text that the leaders of the church of Ephesus are called elders in v.17; in verse 28 they are called overseers – and the word is bishop; and in verse 28 they are told to shepherd, to pastor the flock of God. All three words speak of the same men. 
#
The word elder is a word of Jewish origin. It is a very old idea. You can go right back to the idea of the village elders at the gate of the city or the village dispensing justice, settling disputes and so forth. Perhaps the emphasis with this word elder is on the fact that these men are not to be novices. They are not to be boys. Elders need to have some experience of life, and life with the Lord, with which to lead the congregation and even settle disputes. 
#
Bishop is a Greek word. The emphasis in the word bishop is on the idea of overseeing, supervising, indeed ruling. 
#
The word shepherd reaches right back to all the pastoral images that we know so well in the Old Testament and which would have been very familiar to everybody of a Jewish background because Israel was primarily a pastoral society. But that would have been the case too for the Greeks among these people of Ephesus, except perhaps for a few from the great cities. So the command to shepherd, to pastor the flock of God emphasises the idea of tending, caring, providing for the needs of the flock and protecting them from danger. 
#
The other thing that is very obvious is that there were several elders in the church at Ephesus, and they are all called bishops in the one church. So it’s a bit hard to see the hierarchical system of the Roman Catholic Church or the Anglican Church in this passage.
 
When we bring all of these together, what do we see? We see that the leaders of the church are to be men of stability and some experience of Christian life, with a knowledge of the faith; and they are called to rule the church and provide for the spiritual needs of the flock. But the emphasis is on the latter. That is what Paul directs the men to do. That is where the command is: “Shepherd the flock of God.” That involves three things. 
First of all it involves teaching the whole counsel of God. 
#
That is what Paul himself had done with them. The heart of his message was always, verse 21, “repentance toward God and faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.” It was “the gospel of the grace of God,” verse 24. 
#
He also taught as many people as ever he could, as many as he ever came across. So Paul could declare to these men that “I am innocent of the blood of all men.” And he taught them wherever he was, publicly and privately,” verse 20. 
#
And as God had freely given him salvation by free grace, so Paul also preached the gospel freely. He said, “I have coveted no man’s gold or silver,” verse 33. He could say in verse 35, “In everything I showed you that by working hard you must help the weak.” “And remember the words of the Lord Jesus,” he says in verse 35, “that it is more blessed to give than to receive.” 
It is not that Paul thought he should not be paid for his work. He was quite clear about that in other scriptures that those who live giving the word should live by the word, just as the priests in the Old Testament lived by the offerings on the altar.
 So when Silas and Timothy came to Paul from Macedonia with a gift from the church of Philippi, Paul left his tent-making and, we read in chapter 18, verse 5, “devoted himself completely to the ministry of the Word.” But Paul did not sell the gospel. When Paul set himself up in the lecture hall of Tyrannus in Ephesus he didn’t charge people at the door to come and hear him. But the Philippians, who had already received the gospel message, out of their thankfulness gave their tithes and offerings and then sent it on to Paul so that he could go and carry on his work in Corinth and Ephesus without being encumbered with having to earn a living. 
So the first thing is: Paul freely taught the whole counsel of God to everyone he could. 
Secondly, while Paul preached “the gospel of the grace of God,” verse 24, he didn’t stop at that. He said in verse 25, “I went among you preaching the kingdom.” The gospel is more than merely receiving the Lord’s salvation from the judgment for our sin. It is actually more than even being delivered from sin itself. It is about being disciples. It is about being servants of the Lord Jesus Christ. “The grace of God is given,” Paul says in Titus, “to teach us to live in obedience to Christ as our Lord.” 
And Paul left nothing out. He didn’t avoid difficult subjects. He did not quietly leave some matters untouched. And this can be bit difficult sometimes as a minister required to preach the Word of God to the congregation and most of the text applies to yourself! Like this passage for instance. I could hardly get away with leaving it aside this morning, given we are working our way through the book. 
But Paul also preached on things that perhaps he knew his congregation would disagree with him on. “I did not shrink from declaring to you anything that was profitable” (v.20), he says. “I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole purpose of God” (v.27). 
The third characteristic about Paul’s teaching and preaching ministry was this: while Paul preached the gospel of the grace of God he did not believe that his preaching and teaching could be 100% positive. That is not possible because, verse 29, 
  I know that after my departure savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock, and from among your own selves men will arise speaking perverse things to draw away disciples after themselves. Therefore be on the alert, remembering that night and day, for a period of three years, I did not cease to admonish you. 
The apostle Paul was a fighter when it was necessary and not for the fun of it. Paul says “A bishop must hold fast the faithful word. He must be able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict, for there are rebellious men, empty talkers and deceivers around.” He said that to Titus (1:7-10). And it is sometimes staggering how easily some sheep are taken in. 
So a shepherd of the Lord’s people must know how to fight predators to ensure the salvation of those committed to his charge. It can be a dangerous thing. It can certainly be an unpopular thing. But the pastor who does not do this, and who will not therefore seek to protect the flock, Jesus says, “is a hireling” (John 10). He is simply in it for his pay. 
Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, this is what we should be looking for in a pastoral ministry, whether in the pastor or in the elders, for they are also primarily pastors; they are all to be able to teach, even if not publicly, and defend the truth of God. 
And brother elders and deacons, this is what we are to be about. This is our job description. No wonder James says that nobody should be in a hurry to take it on. And let me assure you that there are times when I wonder, if I had known about the situations one sometimes finds oneself in as a minister, whether I might have thought and rethought again what I believe was a call to the ministry 25 years ago. 
3.
The shepherds and their empowerment 
“Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God.”
 
This proclaiming the gospel, this providing the Word of God for the people, this doing battle with error and false doctrine, and ruling the church, is not an option to the shepherds, to the elder-bishops in the church. It is something we must do as Paul himself felt bound to do. So much so that he said, “Woe is me if I do not preach the gospel.” 
The apostle Paul was an apostle – of course. He was personally appointed by Christ therefore. He was not one of the original twelve but he was directly appointed by Christ when Christ spoke to him on the Damascus Road and when Christ further told Ananias to anoint Paul, for, 
  He is a chosen instrument of mine to bear my name before the Gentiles and kings and the sons of Israel” (9:15). So Paul spoke about his ministry as that “which I received from the Lord Jesus to testify solemnly of the gospel of the grace of God (24). 
Elder-bishops today are not directly appointed by Christ. They are indirectly appointed by Christ. The Holy Spirit, Paul said, had made these men overseers to shepherd the church of God. So there is no choice about this work that we are called to, brothers. As Paul could not, neither may we pick and choose what we will do. We must do it and we must do it all, for ultimately it is the Holy Spirit who has made us overseers and the whole work of overseers we must do. 
But not only are we divinely appointed to the work, and divinely authorised therefore, we are divinely empowered. In verse 32, the apostle Paul says, “And now I commend you to God and the Word of his grace which is able to build you up and give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified.” In chapter 14, after he appointed the elders over the churches in central Asia and was about to leave them, Paul “commended the whole church to the grace of God” (14:26). And no doubt, if the whole church of Ephesus had been present here, Paul would have done that here too. But the commendation here as he gives it applies particularly to the elder-bishops in the church of Ephesus. “I commend you to God and to the Word of his grace which is able to build you up.” 
Just as we brothers are to watch over ourselves and the flock, and as we are to build up the congregation in the gospel of the grace of God (24), so we are, first of all, to be built up ourselves in the Word of God’s grace. How can we minister to others unless we have first received from the Lord? Let us go about our work as authorised and appointed by the Holy Spirit and empowered by God’s grace. That is not always easy but in the end it’s not our work. We have been sent by God. We are just stewards. We are commanded to do it and if God has called us to do it we should expect him to go with us and work through us, despite our inadequacies, despite our stumbling, and despite our plain mistakes at times. 
Thus we come, lastly, to;

4.
The shepherds and the value of the flock to the Lord 
Verse 28 again: “Be on guard for yourselves, and for all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God which he purchased with his own blood.”
 
Some people in the history of the Church have had difficulty with this verse because, of course, God is a spirit and he does not have a body and therefore he cannot shed blood. There are two ways of looking at this. 
#
First of all, it could equally as well be translated “which he purchased with the blood of his own.”
 In other words, the blood of his own Son. 
#
Or we could understand it as a straight-forward declaration of the deity of Jesus Christ;
 so God here refers to Christ and not to the Father or God as Triune. 
Whichever, Paul’s point is to emphasise that the church of the Lord Jesus Christ, the flock of God, is very valuable to God. They are the people for whom God offered up his own beloved and begotten Son. They are the people whom Christ loved and for whom he gave up himself. 
As Christ wept over Jerusalem so also Paul wept over the church. And like the Lord Jesus Christ, as one commentator reminds us, Paul never wept a single tear for any injury to himself. That he bore without a quiver of the lip.
 But when the sheep were stupid or stubborn or sinful, he “served the Lord with all humility (perhaps he means humiliation) and with tears and with trials which,” he said, “came upon me through the plots of the Jews” (19). And as the Lord Jesus Christ said about the Good Shepherd, he went to great lengths to go “out on the mountains wild and bare,” as the old hymn puts it, to win back the “one sheep that went astray.” 
So Paul said, “night and day for a period of three years, I did not cease to admonish each one of you with tears” (31). He also spoke about the fact that he was prepared to carry on such a ministry to the saints in Jerusalem, even though he did “not know what would happen to him there, … except that the Holy Spirit solemnly testifies to me in every city saying that bonds and afflictions await me.” Yet, I will still go, “for I do not consider my life of any account as dear to myself, so that I may finish my course and the ministry which I received from the Lord Jesus” (23-24a). 
Brothers, Paul’s aim was not at all costs to survive. Paul’s aim was to finish his course and the ministry he received from the Lord. But the word he uses here for finish is not really finish. It’s the same word that the Lord Jesus used in his high-priestly prayer, when he said to his Father, “I have finished the work you gave me to do.” It means I have fulfilled it. I have completed it. I have accomplished it.
That should be our aim too; not just to tick off our visits, not just to see out our term and have a break or for me just to see it through to retirement. John Stott says this: 
  Pastors will persevere in caring for the flock only if they remember how valuable they are in the sight of God. They are the flock of God the Father; purchased by the precious blood of the Son, and supervised by overseers appointed by God the Holy Spirit. If the three Persons of the Trinity are so committed to the welfare of the people, brothers, should we not also be?
 
Richard Baxter in his book, The Reformed Pastor, pictures Christ speaking to his church like this: 
  Did I die for them and will you not look after them? Were they worth my blood and are they not worth your labour? Did I come down from heaven to earth to seek and to save that which was lost and will you not go next door or the next street or the next village to seek them? How small is your labour and condescension to mine? I debased myself to this but it is your honour to be so employed. Have I done and suffered so much for their salvation and was I willing to make you a co-worker with me and will you refuse to do it? 
Brothers, that is our work! That is the Lord’s Word to us. People of God, pray for us in it. 
Amen.
John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 24th February, 2008

�   Luke speaks of “the faith” in Acts 14:22; also, believers are mainly referred to as disciples (14:20, 21, 22, 28); elders are appointed – yet the text says “Paul appointed elders in every church” (23) as if he regarded them as churches before elders were appointed; and he commended them to the Lord’s grace (23).


�   And compare vv.30-31.


�   And compare verses 29, 31 and 20-21, 24d-27, 33-35.


�   Compare Acts 14:23; Titus 1:5.


�   1 Corinthians 9:1-14.


�   And compare vv.24c, 32.


�   And compare vv.19, 22-24, 31.


�   Bruce, quoting Moulton. “The church of God” is a regular expression of Paul’s.


�   So Gregory, referencing Hebrews 9:11-14.


�   Lenski.


�   In his commentary on Acts, in loc.
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