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“A Church Sermon – Part 2”      Text – Acts 20:26-38      OT Reading – Ezekiel 33:1-9; 34:1-16

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
We worship today in a Reformed Church.  And that name, Reformed, simply means that we trace our spiritual heritage to the Protestant Reformation of the 16th century.

So, some of us will have connections to England and possibly to the Anglican church.  
And the Anglican church was to the forefront of the Reformation in England.  It embraced the ‘back to the Bible’ cry of the Reformation that sought a greater biblical faithfulness than existed in the Roman-Catholicism of the time.
But if we are of Dutch origin, as some of us are, our connections to the Reformation go back through the Reformed Churches of the Netherlands. 

Now, I don’t mention this to highlight our origins, for we are a mixed-bag of ethnicities.  That’s not the point.  I mention this to illustrate something that many of us will be familiar with.  
Those of us who have been raised in the church or those of us who have even a basic grasp of church history will know that there are a great many denominations that have begun in faithfulness but who now teach heresy or allow it to be taught.

Indeed, some of us have parents who worshipped in what we would call orthodox and conservative churches as little as 50 years ago, where now, anything goes:

Virgin birth?  A myth.  Doesn’t really matter.  
Resurrection?  Not important.  Didn’t really happen.  
Jesus Christ?  Just an idea that is no different than Allah or Buddha or Mother Nature.  Homosexual minister?  No problem.  God loves everyone and we ought not to judge.  
The Bible?  Useful, if it helps us be good to others, but not the word of God.  
Now, I trust that you, like me, hear these things and ask, How is this possible?  How can a church depart from Biblical truth to that extent?  Surely, this could not happen to us?  Could it?  Is it really possible that a woman or a homosexual could some day stand in this pulpit, as minister, and teach heresy such as those I have just mentioned?  
Well, we talked this morning about the plainness of Scripture.  
· And the story of life in Israel in the OT is a story of exactly that; Reformation and then an almost inevitable departure away from the truth into idolatry and immorality.  We see it time and time again.  
· And just in case we might think that things change in the NT with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, the letters that Paul writes to the churches indicate just how quickly some of the congregations of that time were embracing error and/or ungodliness.  
· Remember, also, Jesus’ words to the church at Pergamum, as recorded in Rev. 2, “You have people there who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin by eating food sacrificed to idols and by committing sexual immorality.  Likewise you also have those who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans.” 
· And to the church at Thyatira, “You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess.  By her teaching she misleads my servants into sexual immorality and the eating of food sacrificed to idols.”  
So, is it possible that we too could depart from biblical truth and embrace heresy and ungodliness of the worst varieties?  Sadly, yes.  It is possible.  And we would be fools to think otherwise.
And indeed, our text here in Acts 20 is another reminder that this is possible.  Taking hold of this one chance to speak to the Ephesian congregation via their elders, Paul warns them to be on guard against exactly this.  While there are a great many things that he could have said, his central theme is Watch out!  Be alert!  Guard the flock!  False teachers will come!  
And yet, while we must acknowledge that a departure from biblical truth is possible, it is most assuredly not inevitable.  For while this passage is clearly chock full of warnings, it is also chock full of encouragement because in it we see how the church may resist error; how it can stand against heresy; how it can make progress in godliness.  
And we see this as we are reminded that the church 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.  

And so, in these verses, as we noted last Sunday, we see that An Apostle-Elder Preaches a Church Sermon.  
· Yes, Paul is an Apostle, but within that office, he is also an elder – one called to rule and oversee and shepherd the flock of Christ.  
· And he preaches here, not in order to convert to Christianity but in order to equip the church of Jesus Christ.  That’s why we have called this a church sermon.
· And last Sunday we saw him summarize his own ministry.  
· We saw that he had a deep and affectionate love for the people of this congregation.  Paul didn’t just love the theoretical idea of the worldwide church of Christ, he loved these men and women and children, faults and all.
· We saw that ministry in the church is to be characterized by humility, tears, and a preparedness to suffer and endure the trials that inevitably come, because this is the example of the Lord Jesus Christ, Himself.  
· And we saw, also, that the heart of the elder’s ministry is preaching and teaching.

· And in all of these things, we were reminded just how important it is that men desire to serve as elders.

Well, we see more of these things in vv28-35 as Paul next exhorts his fellow elders.
1. Now, the image that underlies everything that Paul says to these elders is the image of a shepherd and his flock.  And, as we read earlier, it comes straight out of OT passages like Ezekiel 34.  And so, this was the perfect illustration in those times because the community was very familiar with the work of shepherds.  Both for food and for sacrifices, shepherds were necessary and a part of every day life.  And in terms of the well-being of the sheep or goats, the shepherd was everything.  If he was alert and attentive and skilled and in good shape himself, the sheep had every chance of surviving whatever threats they faced.  But if he was lazy or distracted or greedy or ignorant, they were doomed.  It was as simple as that.  And we saw, in Ezekiel 34, didn’t we, that the shepherd’s of Israel, her kings and prophets and priests were charged by God with negligence – they neglected the needs of the flock.  
2. So, why is this so serious?  Why was it a serious accusation against Israel’s leaders, and why is Paul so keen to warn these elders, and indeed all elders, to avoid laying themselves open to the same charge?  
a. Well, look at v28, “Be shepherds of the Church of God.”  The flock, says Paul, belongs to God.  
i. In Ezekiel 34, we read these words, “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, 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.”  

1. So, the sheep belong to God, the Father.

b. But what do these words of Ezekiel immediately remind us of as NT believers?  John 10.  
i. For in John 10, Jesus calls Himself the Good Shepherd and those God has chosen, the sheep of His flock.  And unlike bad shepherds and thieves, Jesus, as the Good Shepherd, has come to lay down His life for the sheep.   
1. And so, the sheep belong also to Jesus Christ.
c. But note in v28 that those who labour in the ministry are appointed to their work by the Holy Spirit.  

i. He is the one who appoints men to be shepherds.  

ii. He is the one who so loves His people that He makes provision for them through the office-bearers that He raises up.  

iii. He is the one who brings shepherd and flock together.  

1. And so, the flock, this flock, belongs to God; Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  
2. That is why the neglect of the flock is such a serious matter.
d. Last year, you will remember that ocean liner, the Costa Concordia, that ran aground off the coast of Italy claiming 32 lives.  Now, accidents can happen.  We all know that.  But what did we soon learn about the grounding of the Costa Concordia?  We learned that Captain Fransesco Schettino ignored the computer-programmed route and basically piloted the ship onto rocks.  And then, he didn’t alert the local harbour but instead tried to carry on as the boat gradually started to list and drift until one hour later when he gave the order to abandon ship after it ran aground.  And apparently, Captain Schettino, was one of the first off the ship.
i. And so, as the man in charge of the ship, he and several others of the officers have been charged with negligence, incompetence, and manslaughter.
e. And so, if each congregation is a small flock of sheep that belongs to God; Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, that He has purchased by the blood of Jesus Christ, the Good Shepherd, and that He has placed under the care of a group of elder/overseer/undershepherds, we see why who we select as elders is so important, how they care for the flock is so important, and why neglect of the flock is so serious a matter.
So, let’s look then at the elder’s work, before we end with a couple of observations.  And we consider the elder’s work as we look at the who, the why, and the how.
1. And in terms of the how of the elder’s work?  Well, having already spoken of his own example, modeled, as we saw, on the example of Christ, Paul now gets very specific in terms of the work of the elders.  He says, “keep watch.”

a. And the Greek word here is prosechete.  It is a word made up of two words: pros means “before” and echete means “to have.”

i. So Paul is saying here, have this flock before all else.  

1. Be watchful, be jealous for, guard, turn your mind to, pay attention to, give heed to, be concerned for this flock.  

ii. 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; they are not to be those who have wine before all else.  

1. And so, in a sense, the Spirit says to elders, be addicted to the care of this flock.  Be a spiritual junkie who simply must care for the flock.

2. But before we explore how this is to be done a little more, let us first note the who of the elder’s work.  
a. Paul says to the elders, “Keep watch over yourselves.”  A shepherd, you see, must shepherd himself so that he can shepherd the flock.  

i. 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.  

1. And so, the shepherd’s task was to lead his sheep from place to place in search of this quickly dying grass.  And this could mean he was away from home for a long time.  

a. Thus, he needed to be fit and have food and tools and equipment with him.

b. He needed to know his own strengths and weaknesses.  

c. He needed to know more than the flock so that he could keep them from danger.
i. If you have not got a clue what a wolf is, you will be no use to the flock when one who is hungry for some lamb chops come along!  

d. He needed to pay attention to his own well-being so that he could care for theirs.

2. And it is no different for spiritual shepherds today.  

a. 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.  

i. He must be a man of prayer and Bible study.    

1. He needs input so that there can be output.

2. He needs to be fed so he can feed.  

ii. He must regularly examine self so that he can usefully examine others.
1. If he himself is not committed to purity and godliness, he will be of no use to the flock.
a. Just think how much damage is done to the cause of Christ by elders who run aground through infidelity of one sort or another.
iii. “Keep watch over yourselves.”
b. But Paul goes on to say, “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit made you overseers.”  

i. The Lord’s Shepherd is to minister to himself and the flock entrusted to him.  And notice that crucial word ‘all.’
1. You see, some sheep are placid by nature, others are a little more boisterous.  

2. Some are more often in trouble than others.  

3. Some have annoying character traits that just frustrate.  

4. Some sheep welcome your care, others don’t like you near at all.

5. Some just love to be with the flock, others seem to be off by themselves a lot of the time.
a. In fact, some have been away so long, you wonder if they will come back at all.  

6. And some are more often sick than others. 

7. 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.  

a. But the Lord of the church says, “Keep watch over yourself and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit made you an overseer.”
8. And this requires elders to go to members of the congregation with the Word of God in hand and to question them about doctrine and life.  

a. That is why we as churches are committed to the practice of an annual home visit.  But if we take these words seriously, we will see that an annual home visit doesn’t even come close to fulfilling our obligations to the Shepherd and His flock.

i. And so, as the sheep of this flock, our responsibility is to be Hebrews 13:17 sheep, “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.”
1. And this means that we welcome their visits, and we seek their advice and counsel, and we pay careful attention to their words, checking always that they are a reflection of this Word (hold up Bible).
c. Well, we now know who it is that the Shepherd must watch over, himself and all the flock.  But why must he be so alert and attentive and watchful?  What do we see in these verses about the why of the elder’s work?  Well, its there in verse 29, “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.”  

i. Every congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ faces dangers both from without and within.  There are wolves out there and in here.

1. Some will be clear and obvious.  Without a hint of subtlety, they will reveal themselves through immoral conduct or false doctrine.

2. 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 gospel ministry.  
a. This morning I preached to you about the doctrine of creation.  It is a doctrine that is being steadily eroded out there in the wider church world.  And as we saw, if our confidence in the plain reading of God’s Word is undermined in the first chapter of the Bible, then our confidence in the rest of the Bible is also removed.  
b. We have just finished a series on the Canons of Dort.  And in part, we have done this to see, again, the danger of Arminian theology, which robs the believer of the assurance of salvation.
c. And as elders, we make no apology for addressing issues such as these and others like:

i. Humanism, Roman Catholicism, secularism, church growthism, Pentecostalism, Sensualism, Hollywoodism, Bible criticism, dispensationalism, works righteousness, judgmentalism, feminism, egalitarianism, ecumenism, legalism, materialism, seeker-sensitive worship-ism, anti-nomianism, women in office-ism, homosexuality, etc etc etc.  
d. “Be on your guard,” says Paul.  
3. Some of you, I am sure, will remember those terrible television ads put out by a toothpaste company about plaque and teeth.  There was a whole swag of ads but they all had the same hook line.  Do you remember it?  “It get’s in!”  
a. Well, false doctrine and sensuality are to the church what plaque is to teeth.  “It get’s in.”  So, watch out … be on your guard.”
d. So, if we come back to the HOW of the elder’s work, as we saw last Sunday, it is preaching and teaching.  So we wont say anything more about that today other than to remind ourselves how clear this is in these verses: 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,”  v21, “I have declared to you,” v24, “testifying to the gospel of God’s grace,” v25, “preaching the kingdom,”v27, “proclaim … the whole will of God,” v31, “I never stopped warning you.”    
And so, the how of elder’s work is to keep watch and to be dedicated to the ministry of preaching and teaching.  
The who of the elder’s work is himself and all the flock.  
And the why of the elder’s work is because immoral and greedy and heretical persons will afflict the church from without and within.  

So, as we draw to a close, just two small points for us to reflect on given all that we read here in Acts 20:

And first: I trust you can see how important the choosing of elders is.  

Congregation, I want you to imagine that a given flock of sheep are able to choose their own shepherds.  Who would they choose?  
· I suspect that many if not all of them would choose those who don’t push them too hard and who don’t expect too much of them and who lay it all out on a platter.  
· They would choose the nice shepherds who have warm personalities and who cuddle them when it is cold.  
· They would certainly not pick the ones who hit them with the shepherd’s staff – that hurts.  
· And they would avoid those shepherds who are always going on about wolves and lions and cliff-edges, etc.  
· But if they did, they would be foolish sheep, wouldn’t they.  They would be dead sheep walking.  It would be just a matter of time before they became lamb burgers.  
So let’s remember this when it comes time to elect elders.  Remember Ezekiel 33.  Will this man be a watchman-shepherd?  
· Will he warn me when I need to be warned?  
· Will he make the hard visit when it needs to be made?  
· Will he smack my spiritual backside when I need it?  
· Will he cry out, “Watch out!  Danger!  False doctrine!  Enemy approaching!  Ungodly behaviour!  Don’t do that for those who live like that will not inherit the kingdom of God!”?  
· For men such as these are elders like Paul who was like Jesus Christ.  
· Men such as these are what the church of Jesus Christ needs.
But secondly and lastly, note that all of this does not mean that we need to circle the wagons, suspect anyone and everything, and have a fortress mentality.  

You see, when Simon Peter answered Jesus’ question about who He, Jesus was, he said, “"You are the Christ, the Son of the living God."  [And] Jesus replied, "Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven.  And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.”
There are ebbs and flows in the church of Jesus Christ.  Once faithful denominations are now synagogues of Satan.  Churches of the reformation are now in desperate need of reformation again.  It is true.  But the church of Jesus Christ advances and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.  
Yes, we must be faithful sheep.  And yes, we need faithful shepherds.  
But our confidence is not on the sheep or the shepherds but in the Lord Jesus Christ.  The church is His.  
And so, we pray, “Lord, for any faithfulness that exists among us, all glory to you!  And may we remain faithful for the glory of your name.  Come quickly, Lord Jesus.  Amen.
