7
“Of Shepherds and Sheep”      Text – Acts 20:28      OT Reading – Ezek 34:1-16 

Brothers and Sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ,
Once again, the Lord has answered our prayers by providing a brother to serve in the office of elder.  
And it is important that both we and he have a good understanding of the work he is called to do.  
Now, the form that we read out a while ago is a helpful summary of what the Bible teaches about the work of elders.  
And one of the passages that helps us to understand the work of the elders is Acts 20.

We saw in there that Paul had summoned the elders of the Ephesian church to Miletus so that he could address them, a journey of about three days.  
Having spent the better part of three years among the Ephesian Christians, Paul was keen to see them again as he makes his way to Jerusalem.  
He knows, as v25 makes clear, that he will not see them again.  
And so, he wants to encourage and challenge them to do the work they have been called to do.  

And his words to them are rich in terms of teaching us what being an elder means.
	As Br. Richard begins this work, he needs to be reminded, again, about the nature and shape of the office to which he has been called.  

And we too, as a congregation, need to be reminded about the legitimate expectations that we may have of him as an elder.

Well, our focus today is going to be on v28.  But we shall draw heavily from the context of Paul’s address in order to fill out our understanding of his words there.  

And the first thing we note from v28 is that Paul is using the very common and very powerful biblical imagery of a shepherd and his flock in relation to the elders and the members of the church.

And so, we see here that our Triune God calls Elders to shepherd his flock.  
And what we are going to do is consider the eldership from two related angles: 
Firstly, eldership in terms of the flock, 
And secondly, eldership in terms of the Shepherd. 

	Well, as we consider eldership in terms of the flock, the single most important question we must answer is to whom does the flock belong?  
	And Paul is very clear about this question.  He says in the middle of v28, “Be shepherds of the Church of God.”  
	As Paul speaks to the Ephesian elders, he makes it quite clear that the church is not his church, or their church, or a church belonging to whomever else has pastored it since Paul left.  The flock, says Paul, belongs to God.  
	Earlier, we read from Ezekiel 34.  
	And there, as the prophet delivered God’s Word of judgment on the leaders of Israel, He said, “Because my flock lacks a shepherd and so has been plundered and has become food for all the wild animals, and because my shepherds did not search for my flock but cared for themselves rather than for my flock,  9 therefore … I am against the shepherds and will hold them accountable for my flock … I myself will search for my sheep and look after them.”  
	The flock belongs to God.  
	And why does the flock or the church belong to God?  
	Well Paul answers that, also, when he says that God bought the church “with His own blood.”  
	Of Jesus, Rev. 9:5 says, “You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation.”  
	So, the church belongs to God because it was purchased with the blood of Jesus.  


	But note also in terms of v28 and ‘to whom the flock belongs’ that those who labour in the ministry are appointed to their work by the Holy Spirit.  
	He is the one who appoints men to be shepherds.  

He is the one who so loves His people that He makes provision for them through the office-bearers that He raises up.  
He is the one who brings shepherd and flock together.  

	And so, the flock, this flock, belongs to God; Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  


	Well, what then does this mean in terms of this installation service?  
	In the first place, it demands humility from the shepherd.  
	Br. Richard, this flock, which has been entrusted to you and your fellow elders, belongs to God; Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  
	It is not your flock to have and to do with as you please; it is His.  


	And it is a precious flock; a flock for which Jesus paid a most costly price.  
	Each of these sheep is known by name to Jesus, the Good Shepherd.  
	He has called them unto Himself.  He loves them.  

He has willingly laid down His life for them.  
And He has entrusted them to your earthly care.  
	So love them, brother.  Serve them.  Lead them.  Feed them.  Guard them.
	Remember when you sit across a session room table in the midst of a heated argument, or when you arrive to visit that member who continues to struggle with godliness and sanctification, remember that the one to whom you are speaking is one for whom Jesus was willing to go the cross.  
	Remember that this flock belongs to God; Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.     
	And it is so precious in His sight, that one day Jesus will demand from you and your fellow elders an account of every thing you did and every word you said and every thought you thunk in relation to this flock.  


	But knowing that this flock belongs to the Triune God not only demands humility from the Shepherd, it also demands thankfulness and obedience from the flock.  
	Hebrews 13:17, “Obey your leaders and submit to their authority.  They keep watch over you as men who must give an account.  Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you.”  


	And whilst that all sounds nice in the warm glow of an installation service, we all know that once the hard work starts it is very easy for us to lost sight of our calling to obey our leaders and submit to their authority, so that their work will be a joy.  

May God grant us, then, brothers and sisters, young people, and boys and girls, the ability to thankfully obey the men that the Triune God has appointed to shepherd us as the flock that belongs to Him.  

our Triune God calls elders to shepherd his flock.  We have considered eldership in terms of the flock.  But let’s now do so in terms of the Shepherd; our second point.

And we are going to do this by posing two questions: who? and how?  
To whom must the Shepherd minister and how must the shepherd minister.

Firstly then, to whom must the shepherd minister?
Well, to begin with, Paul says to the Ephesian elders, “Keep watch over yourselves.”  
In terms of the eldership, then, a shepherd must shepherd himself so that he can shepherd the flock.  
Those of you who have seen pictures of the Middle East will know that you do not find fields and hills covered in lush grass.  It is a dry and dusty and mountainous area, which has a grass that sprouts early in the morning with the dew, only to shrivel up and die with the heat of the day.  
And so, the shepherd’s task was to lead his sheep from place to place in search of this quickly dying grass.  They would go from a patch on this hillside to a patch on that hillside, always making sure that they passed by sources of water along the way.  
But the shepherd also had to be alert to danger and able to fight of the hungry wolves.
It was extremely hard work to keep the flock fed and safe.  
To be able to do this work, then, the shepherd needed to make sure he had enough food for himself.  He needed to know his own strengths and weaknesses.  He needed to know more than the flock so that he could keep them from danger.  He needed to pay attention to his own well-being so that he could care for theirs.

And it is no different for spiritual shepherds today.  
If an elder, by his own fault or the imposition of others, neglects the care and nurture of his own soul, he will not be able to feed the souls of the flock.  
So, read and pray, brothers.  Read and pray.  
Be aware of theological trends and what is happening within and without the church.
Examine your own walk before the Lord in the light of His Word.  
Jealously set aside time, each day to be fed, so that you may feed others.  

But Paul continues on to say, “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit made you overseers.”  
The Lord’s Shepherd is to minister to himself and the flock entrusted to him.  

But note what Paul does not say here Brothers and Sisters.  
He does not say, shepherd certain parts of the flock with which you find yourself in theological agreement.  
He does not say, shepherd certain parts of the flock of your own age or marital status.  

He says, “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit made you overseers.”  
You see, some sheep are placid by nature, others are a little more boisterous.  
Some are more often in trouble than others.  
Some have annoying character traits that just frustrate.  
Some seem always to be wandering off.  
Some are more often sick than others. 
Some seem one day ready to rub against your leg, and the next day to want to kick you in the shin whenever they can.  

Br. Richard, the Spirit of the Lord says keep watch over yourself and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit made you an overseer.

The shepherd must minister to himself and to all the flock.  But let’s see in the second place,    how it is that he is to minister.
To begin with, Paul’s command here is to “keep watch.”
The Greek word here is prosechete.  It is a word made up of two words: pros means “before” and echete means “to have.”
Hence, Paul is saying here, have yourself and your flock before all else.  
Be watchful, be jealous for, guard, turn your mind to, pay attention to, give heed to, be concerned for, occupy yourself with this flock.  
Don’t become guilty of what the Lord accused the leaders of Israel of in Ezekiel 34.  

You know, it is interesting to note that the same word prosechete is used in 1 Timothy 3 where Paul says that Deacons are not to be addicted to much wine.  
And so, in a sense, the Spirit says to elders, be addicted to the care of yourself and this flock.  Be a spiritual junkie who simply must care for the flock.

Well, what then does this ‘addiction’ look like?  Again, how are shepherds to minister to the flock?  Well, as we look to the surrounding context we find much that is helpful by way of explanation.
Notice firstly the importance of calling.
Look at v32.  There Paul commits the Ephesian Elders to the care of “God and the word of His grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified.”
Look also at v24.  There Paul says, “I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me.”
And look also at v28.  “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.”
Elders are elders by the calling of God; Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

You see, congregation, there will be times when you are tempted to look at the man who stands before you and sits in your home.  
And you will see a man with faults and weaknesses.  You will see a man with frailties and idiosyncrasies.  
But you must look beyond the man to the Triune God who has called Him to be your shepherd.  
Remember that he is your elder by the design of God; Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

But notice, secondly, the attitude of the shepherd as we see it exposed by v19.  “I served the Lord with great humility and with tears.”  
Br. Richard, the very calling that empowers your ministry carries with it the temptation to arrogance.  
But do not forget to whom you must render account for this calling.  
Do not forget that all those entrusted to your care serve the Lord as prophet, priest, and king.  
And do not forget that, like Paul, you must live in such a way that you are able to say to this flock, “Imitate me.”  

And note thirdly the method of ministry that is held before us in v20a.  “You know that I have not hesitated to preach anything that would be helpful to you.”
Give special attention to the preaching of the Word.  
Be a diligent listener and evaluator of whatever you hear preached from this pulpit knowing its central importance in the life of the church.  
The world says different.  Even much of the church world says different.  
But this is the priority of the Word of God!  
The method of ministry lives or dies with preaching.

And note fourthly, in this connection, the location of ministry.  V20 continues on to say, “You know that I have not hesitated to preach anything that would be helpful to you but have taught you publicly and from house to house.”
Be a reader.  Be a sermon evaluator.  Be a teacher in the public life of the congregation.  Attend the necessary meetings, etc.  
But also visit with the Lord’s people.  
Take the Word of God to the individuals and families that make up this flock and bring words of encouragement, rebuke, comfort, counsel, admonition, warning, promise, and hope.
Brothers, may your eldership help to connect pulpit and home.  

But note finally, in connection with the ‘how’ of ministry, its content.  
In v21, Paul says, “I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus.” 
Br. Richard, hold the Lord Jesus Christ, daily, and always before the Lord’s people.
May they hear Him in your words.
May they see Him in your behaviour.
May all that you do proclaim Jesus as the King of creation and the Lord of His church.

In terms of the ‘how’ of ministry, then, ministry means being ‘addicted’ to this flock.  Ministry is empowered by the calling of the Triune God.  The attitude of ministry is one of humility.  The method of ministry is preaching.  The location of ministry is pulpit and home.  The content of the ministry is the complete gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ.


As we conclude though, let’s also note the goal of ministry.  
You see, in those days, real shepherds were held personally responsible for the welfare of the sheep entrusted to their care by the owner of the sheep.  They could not afford to be careless, indifferent, or inattentive to the well-being of the sheep.  They needed to be prepared, even to put their own life in danger for the sake of the sheep.

And all this is equally true for spiritual shepherds today.  In v29, Paul said to the Ephesian elders, “I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock.  Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them.”  
Br Richard, this congregation faces dangers both from without and within.  There are wolves out there and in here.
Some will be clear and obvious.  Without a hint of subtlety, they will reveal themselves through immoral conduct or false doctrine.
Others though will come disguised as sheep.  Intentionally or ignorantly, they too will sow seeds of doubt in the minds of the flock, offer up new perspectives or different doctrines than the ones found in the Word of God, or work to hinder the effectiveness of your ministry.  

So you need to teach this flock the truth, and, as unpopular as it is today, you need to warn this flock about error.  
Alert them to the dangers of Arminianism, evolution, humanism, Roman Catholicism, secularism, church growthism, Pentecostalism, dead orthodoxy, Bible criticism, dispensationalism, works righteousness, judgmentalism, legalism, seeker-sensitive worship, anti-nomianism, etc etc etc. 

For the spiritual well-being of this flock has been entrusted to the care of you and your fellow shepherds by the one to whom this flock belongs; God; Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

And He wants you to labour as an elder, in such a way that you are able to join Paul who could say in v26, “Therefore, I declare to you today that I am innocent of the blood of all men.”
You need to be able to say, daily, I served the Lord with great humility.
I called men, women, and children to repentance and faith in Jesus Christ.
I preached the whole will of God.
I keep watch over myself and all the flock.
I stood guard.
I never stopped warning you night and day with tears. 
I was a shepherd of the church of God.

May the Great Shepherd grant us, then, as shepherds and flock, the grace needed to walk before Him in faithfulness.  Amen.

