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“A Church Sermon – Part 1”      Text – Acts 20:17-38       Reading – John 13:1-17; Phil 2:1-11 

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
I got a TreatMe voucher for a discounted haircut recently.  And so, I made an appointment and headed off to the hairdresser.  Now, it was the first time that I went to that place and my motivation for going was very simply a cheap haircut.  And yet, the reality was that I would need a haircut, again, sometime down the road.  And so, I expected that I would receive a high level of personal service that might change me from being a one off cheapskate to being a regular customer.  
But it never happened.  Overall, the job was not that satisfactory.
And if I was telling you about this haircut experience over coffee in the rear hall, and I told you that I didn’t plan to go back there again but would find another barber, I expect most of you would probably say, “Fair enough!  So would I.”  
You see, the reality is that today we have choice in many areas of life.  If you don’t like your dentist or hairdresser or dry-cleaner or supermarket, you just go to another one.  You have a car, you see, and the car doesn’t mind if you turn right out of your street or left out of your street.  It goes and parks wherever you point it.  
But sadly, and increasingly so, as it is with the hairdresser, so it is with the church.  For a wide variety of reasons, most of which have little to do with true church/false church distinctions, when people become dissatisfied at church A they just go to church B.  For example: 
· they are not as welcoming in church A as they are in church B, 
· church B has a bigger youth group, 
· we like church B’s worship style more, 
· church B has a new minister who is dynamic, 
· the elders at church A haven’t visited me for 3 years, 
· I’m not ‘getting fed’ at church A, and on it goes.
Now, before you shrink down into your seats and decide that this sermon will be a church-hopper basher, I want to assure you that that is not the case.  I simply use the modern day phenomenon of church hopping as just one example of what is, at heart, a poor view of the church.  
And this view of the church stands in stark contrast to the one in this passage, which is a view of the church that is so grand and majestic that it is inspiring and humbling.  
· It is a timely reminder about what the church is, and that the church belongs to Jesus Christ, and that the church is a place where the power of Jesus Christ is at work in and through His people.  
· O yes, the church is a battleground, as we shall see; sometimes it contains error and weakness and distortion.  
· It is, after all, a community of sinners who sin, and sadly, sometimes, against each other.  
· And yes, it needs to be constantly on guard against evil.  
· However, it is the place where Christ is at work by the power of His Spirit to redeem and reconcile and renew.
So, let’s see if we can see something of this grand vision as we see in these verses that                         An Apostle-Elder Preaches a Church Sermon.  
· And you might be wondering to yourself why I call Paul an Apostle-elder?  

Well, in 1 Peter 5:1, Paul says “To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder … Be 

shepherds of God's flock that is under your care.”  Elder within apostleship…
· And secondly, you might be wondering why I call Paul’s words a church sermon?

Well, I do this because the other times he speaks publicly in Acts, it is to Jews or Gentiles that 

he is seeking to win over to the gospel – they are primarily evangelistic messages.  But here 

he speaks to the elders of the established church.  And so, this passage is very important in 

terms of how the church is viewed and how it functions and some of the dangers it needs to 

be on guard against.  
And so, An Apostle-Elder Preaches a Church Sermon.  And he does so, firstly, in vv18-27, by summarizing his own ministry.
1. Well, as we have seen, Paul is now on route to Rome, via Jerusalem.  And he is in something of a hurry to be in Jerusalem.  Nevertheless, he cannot just sail past Ephesus without contacting the church there.  
a. And this is because Paul has a deep love for this congregation, which is very plain in these verses.  
i. Clearly there are emotional ties: Tears, embraces, grief.  
ii. And yes, this is because he served there for up to three years.  It was the place he stayed the longest during his missionary journeys.  But Paul says similar things also about the Thessalonians where he stayed just a very short time.  Attitude – choice to love.

iii. And perhaps, right here at the beginning is a good place to ask you if you know something of this love for God’s people in this or in your own congregation?  Do you choose to have a deep affection for the people of Jesus Christ that you worship with?  
A. Because of training for the ministry, my family and I have had to leave a few congregations, and it has been our privilege to experience a similar sort of parting sorrow to that which Paul and the Ephesian elders experience here.  

B. And while I have no plans to leave you, I think it is important to tell you that I count it a great privilege to serve among you and to experience the same bond of fellowship that Paul speaks of here.  
1) And Church camp was another reminder of this.  
2) To see God’s people grow in faith and new generations and concern and compassion and hunger for the Word and godliness.  Birth/death/marriage/baptism/hospital/Profession of faith.  Evangelism.  
a) But it begins with a basic recognition that we are joined together in the LJC and by the LJC as a community called to love Him, each other, and our neighbours. 
b. Well, Paul has a message of encouragement and exhortation for the Ephesians that he delivers to the elders.
i. In Acts 14:23, we read that Paul and Barnabas “appointed elders for them in each church,” and in Titus 1:5, Paul says to Titus, “The reason I left you in Crete was that you might … appoint elders in every town, as I directed you.”  And we learn from verses like this that most basic to the establishment of churches is the appointing of elders.  Jesus Christ has ordained it that His church is to be ruled by elders.  
A. Now, in Greek, you come across the word presbuteroi, (Presbytery) which we translate as elders, the word episkopos, (Episcopal) which we translate as overseer or bishop, and poimenos, which we translate as shepherd.  
1) And these different terms do not suggest a variety of offices or a kind of hierarchy of office with arch-bishops and bishops and elders and shepherds, etc.  
a) As can be plainly seen from this passage, the elders are overseers and shepherds.  These different words emphasize different aspects of the office or the work of the office.  Paul is speaking to one group of men.  
i) In v17, they are the elders, and in v28, they are those who have been made overseers and they are to shepherd the flock of God.  
2) The testimony of scripture on this is plain and clear.  Each church is to be ruled by men who are elder/overseer/shepherds.  
a) And they are to be assisted in their work by deacons.  
b) And they may gather together for area or national meetings as the occasion demands (Acts 15), but they do so as elders together.  
3) There is no sense at all of an elaborate and complex hierarchy of offices in the NT.  
a) That was an invention of a later time that came about because of a desire to be like the world with its authority structures, and man’s sinful yearning for power.  
4) So, when Paul wants to deliver a message to the church at Ephesus, he summons the elders.  And when Paul writes to the church at Philippi, he writes to the elders and deacons there.  
a) This is God’s design for leadership in the church.
And so, as the Apostle-elder provides a summary of his ministry to the Ephesian elders, we can divide his summary into two broad categories - his personal attitude and his practical activity.  
And it is these that we will consider with the remainder of our time today; his personal attitude and his practical activity.  
1. And the personal attitude we see in v19, “I served the Lord with great humility and with tears, although I was severely tested by the plots of the Jews.”  
c. Humility.  Foundational.  
i. Why?  Jesus.  
A. Calvary=humility.  
B. Phil 2:7 “humbled Himself.”  
C. John 13 – Jesus washing the feet of His disciples
ii. What is Christ-like humility?  What is this humble, servant-like attitude?

A. “The Navigators are well known for their emphasis on having a servant attitude.  A businessman once asked Lorne Sanny, president of the Navigators, how he could know when he had a servant attitude. The reply: “By how you act when you are treated like one.”
1) Boys and girls?  Good to do dishes and then tell mum, but what about when you emptied the dishwasher after breakfast because it was your turn but then mum asks you to fill it with the dirty dishes when that is Jimmy’s job!  Servant!
B. Andrew Murray, “Humility is perfect quietness of heart. It is to expect nothing, to wonder at nothing that is done to me, to feel nothing done against me. It is to be at rest when nobody praises me, and when I am blamed or despised.  It is to have a blessed home in the Lord, where I can go in and shut the door, and kneel to my Father in secret, and am at peace as in a deep sea of calmness, when all around and above is trouble.  The humble person is not one who thinks meanly of himself, he simply does not think of himself at all.”
iii. Tears – John 11:35 Weeping over Jerusalem.  Personal involvement – emotions.
iv. Trials – references the “plots of the Jews.”  Not just Eph but Thess and Philippi – 2 Cor 11.  But note also what he says in vv22-24 “And now, compelled by the Spirit, I am going to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there.  I only know that in every city the Holy Spirit warns me that prison and hardships are facing me.  However, 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-- the task of testifying to the gospel of God's grace.”
A. So, not only has Paul faced hardships in the past, he also knows that other hardships face him in the future.  
B. And we have to ask, how can Paul possibly speak of these things in the way that he does, for there is no doubt that he counts such suffering as an enormous privilege?  
1) Example of Christ.  
a) 2 Corinthians 12:10, “That is why, for Christ's sake, I delight in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties.  For when I am weak, then I am strong.”
2) And what did Jesus call on His followers to do?  He said, “Take up your cross daily and follow me.”  
a) Serving Christ will not be easy!  And this is especially so if you are an elder.
b) But unless we have this Christ-like attitude, we will be of little use in the church, let alone in the world.

i) Philippians 1:21, “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.”
v. But notice also one further thing about service in the church from v24.  For there Paul speaks about “the task the Lord Jesus has given to me.”  
A. Paul is able to do his work, even in the midst of trials, because he knows his work is a task given him by Lord Jesus. 
B. And he says this, also, as an encouragement to these Ephesian elders – they too have been given a task by the Lord Jesus.
C. But this means also, that the same is true of our elders today.  They too have been given a task by the Lord Jesus.  
1) And this is crucial for how we understand and relate to the office of elder.
a) Their work requires an awful lot of them.  They must teach, guard, rule wisely, oversee, insert themselves into the lives of the members of the congregation, sometimes with words of rebuke, – all this requires personal interaction with the members of the church.  
b) But it also requires a lot of us as members.  When we elect them – great care.  Once elected, how do we view these elders?  Regularly pray for them?  Inform them and involve them?  Welcome their advice with a submissive spirit?  They are those given to us by Christ Jesus, and especially so for those times when…
i) Now, this isn’t to say that elders will always say the right thing or make the right decision.  
ii) But unless we have a love for the LJC that manifests itself in a love for the church and a submissive spirit, it will become just a miserable battle between human beings that will end in tears.
iii) Importance of the letter S - Plurality of elderS and churches.  
2. Well, that’s Paul’s personal attitude but note lastly his Practical activity in v20, “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.”  One word – preaching.
a. Notice what he doesn’t say - I got the bulletin out on time each week, or I lead the building project through from start to finish, or I made sure the church hall wasn’t too hot or too cold or I got the evangelistic pamphlets printed on time, or I made four hospital visits each week… 
b. And this emphasis on preaching/teaching is repeated throughout these verses: In v21 it is, “I have declared to you.”  And in v24, it is “the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace.”  In v25 it is “preaching the kingdom.”  And later in v27 he describes it as his calling to “proclaim to you the whole will of God.”    
i. And this is why our form for ordaining ministers says, “The minister of the word is called by the command of God to preach the gospel of His kingdom.”  
A. Elders – teaching/ruling elders – supervise the public ministry of the word.  Sermon analysis.  Home visit feedback, all the while taking great care that we put ourselves under the word.  
B. So many programs and plans for revitalizing the church – useful up to a point.  Maintain a vital, regular, preaching and teaching ministry.
c. But we are also given some insight as to the content of this preaching ministry.  
i. Verse 21 – Evangelistic, “I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus.”
A. Apostle but also elder.  Yes, he had a calling to nurture the people of God but also to proclaim the gospel to non-Christians.  
1) What was the message?  Repentance and faith.
ii. But his message is described in v27, also, as “the whole will of God.”  
A. Last Sunday evening, we saw in Hebrews 5:11-6:12 how the author distinguishes between ‘Milk’ and ‘solid food.’
1) Expositional sermons – context – history of redemption – doctrine (Canons of Dort) – application …
B. And so, as Paul considered the chief exhortation he could give to his young disciple, Timothy, who was labouring as a minister or teaching/elder, what did he say in 2 Timothy 4:2?  “Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage-- with great patience and careful instruction.”
The church of Jesus Christ, congregation, is an extraordinary thing!  He has so ordained and designed it that the salvation of the lost and the nurture of His people happens when men take up the task of eldership and devote themselves to the Lord’s service with this same personal attitude of humility, tears, and a preparedness to endure trials, as they busy themselves with the practical activity of preaching and teaching.
And so, says Paul, in 1 Timothy 3:1, “Here is a trustworthy saying: If anyone sets his heart on being an overseer, he desires a noble task.”  My brothers in Christ, is your heart set on being an elder?  Do you desire this task that the Lord Jesus Himself calls a “noble task”?  Will you be qualified, available, and willing to serve when the time comes for the next duo to be formed?  
And brothers and sisters, young people and boys and girls, as you have seen how this church sermon is built upon the person and work of the LJC, has it caused you to examine your love for and commitment to His church?  When we ignore or despise the exhortation and encouragement of the elders, we are ignoring the Lord of the church.  When we lack the desire to gather when the Lord’s people gather or to serve when we can; when we do not see within ourselves this profound and deep love for the Lord’s people, we are in danger, because this is the Lord’s way.

May God forgive us, then, for our sins in this area.  But may He also, by His Spirit, give us this same attitude of humility, tears, and a willingness to suffer that was in our LJ and in the Apostle.

And may He do so for His glory and for the good of His church.    Amen.
