
Evangelism 102: Lessons in Acts #19

“Paul’s Parting Words”

Acts 20:17-38

Four decades ago, a pop hit on the airwaves proclaimed, “Sorry Seems to be the Hardest Word.” Perhaps it is for some, but not for me. In fact, “sorry” seems to roll off my tongue quite readily—perhaps I’ve had enough practice saying it!

No, “sorry” is not the hardest word for me; that distinction goes to the word, “goodbye.” Shakespeare wrote the famous line in Romeo and Juliet, “Parting is such sweet sorrow…”, but, frankly, I haven’t found much sweet in having to say goodbye. Those occasions have brought me more tears than any other.

Goodbyes are never easy, especially under difficult circumstances, and they are never more difficult than when the farewell is likely to be the last. In Acts 20, as Paul made his way back to Jerusalem, he couldn’t bypass Ephesus without saying a final farewell. Paul did not intend to return. A quick report to his sending church in Syrian Antioch, a final visit to the temple in Jerusalem, and then off to the western frontier, where he planned to serve during all his remaining years.
 Or, perhaps imprisonment or death would interrupt those plans. Either way, it was time to say goodbye. 

In our last study we saw that Paul had wanted to be in Jerusalem by Passover, but that plan got derailed, so he adjusted his sights and set them on Pentecost. There were fifty days between Passover and Pentecost, and Paul’s trip from Philippi to Troas had already consumed twelve of them. It took another four days to get to Miletus, so Paul decided not to go to Ephesus lest he lose any more valuable time. Instead, he invited the leaders of the Ephesian church to travel about thirty miles and meet him at Miletus, where the ship was waiting to unload cargo and take on more.

Miletus was a once-important seaport at the mouth of the Meander River. It made an ideal location for him to meet with the elders of the Ephesus church: large enough for comfort and convenience, yet isolated from the bustle of the big city.

The last half of Acts 20 records Paul’s parting words to the Ephesian elders. 

Paul’s Faithful Interactions

When they arrived in Miletus, Paul sent one of the interns to Ephesus to summon the church elders. When the elders arrived, Paul gathered them for what we might call a one-day “pastors’ conference.” (Interestingly, this is the only speech in the book of Acts addressed to a Christian audience.
) Of all his letters and his declarations recorded by Luke, none is more intimate or emotional than this final farewell. He looked into the faces of some of his closest friends, realizing he had to leave them to stand or fall on their own; he would no longer be available to help them.

Luke records Paul’s faithful interactions in verses 17-21,

From Miletus, Paul sent to Ephesus for the elders of the church. When they arrived, he said to them: “You know how I lived the whole time I was with you, from the first day I came into the province of Asia. I served the Lord with great humility and with tears, although I was severely tested by the plots of the Jews. 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. I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus.”

Paul wished to give the Ephesian leaders the encouragement they needed. The speech that follows is not only his farewell address to them (and to the church which they represented) but, in the words of F. F. Bruce, “his last will and testament to the churches he had planted both east and west of the Aegean.”
 This address is unique in that it reveals Paul the pastor rather than Paul the evangelist or Paul the defender of the faith. The message gives us a glimpse of how Paul ministered in Ephesus for three years.

Paul addresses the elders of the church in this passage. The importance of the leadership of elders has been evident throughout Paul’s ministry.
 The word “elder” is presbutos in the Greek (from which we get the English term, “presbyter”) and refers to a mature person who has been selected to serve in office. These same people are called “overseers” in Acts 20:28, which is episkopos or “bishop.” They were chosen to “feed the church,” which means, “to shepherd.” Paul called the local church “a flock,” so these men were also pastors. (The word pastor means “shepherd.”) Thus in the New Testament churches, the three titles elder, bishop, and pastor were synonymous.

Paul began his address by remembering his own personal history with the people of Ephesus, especially his faithfulness regarding several tests.

The motive for Paul’s ministry is found in the phrase “serving the Lord” (Acts 20:19). He was not interested in making money (Acts 20:33) or in enjoying an easy life (Acts 20:34–35), for he was the bondslave of Jesus Christ (Acts 20:24; Rom. 1:1). Paul was careful to let people know that his motives for ministry were spiritual and not selfish (1 Thes. 2:1–13).

The manner of his ministry was exemplary (Acts 20:18–19). He lived a consistent life which anybody could inspect, for he had nothing to hide. He served in humility and not as a “religious celebrity” demanding that others serve him. But his humility was not a sign of weakness, for he had the courage to face trials and dangers without quitting. Paul was not ashamed to admit to his friends that there had also been times of tears (see also Acts 20:31, 37; Rom. 9:1–2; 2 Cor. 2:4; Phil. 3:18).

The message of his ministry (Acts 20:20–21) was also widely known, because he announced it and taught it publicly (Acts 19:9) as well as in the various house churches of the fellowship. He told sinners to repent of their sins and believe in Jesus Christ. This message was “the Gospel of the grace of God” (Acts 20:24), and it is the only message that can save the sinner (1 Cor. 15:1–8; Gal. 1:6–12).
 Paul did not preach an easy-believism but rather the necessity of faith in Christ for salvation, which results in a changed life. Paul’s ministry was based on the proclamation of the whole counsel of God, regardless of the consequences.
 

Paul’s Future Itinerary

Next Paul moves on to his future itinerary in verses 22-24,

“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.” 

We have mentioned previously Paul’s desire to visit Rome and from there to launch an evangelistic campaign in Spain—the westernmost reach of civilization at that time. But before doing that, he felt compelled—driven—to go to Jerusalem, personally delivering the charitable donations of the mostly Gentile churches he had planted. 

Some have questioned Paul’s decision to go to Jerusalem as perhaps going against the direction of the Holy Spirit. Verse 22 says exactly the opposite; the Spirit was the driving force in his plan. As we will see in the next chapter, people pleaded with him not to go (21:4, 12), not because the Spirit prohibited his going but because the Spirit revealed the capture that awaited him there (21:11-12).

As we have seen throughout Acts, Paul usually sidestepped danger. He didn’t shrink from threats, but he wisely avoided suffering when possible. In this case, however, the Spirit directed him to walk toward affliction rather than turn away from it.
 Like first responders who run into danger while others run from it, Paul courageously faced his future. His overriding concern is not at all costs to survive, but rather that he may finish the race and complete his task of bearing witness to the good news of God’s grace.

Paul was ready to surrender his liberty and, if need be, his life itself for the sake of Christ and his service. Life or death was not the issue that mattered: what mattered most was, as he told another church in Philippians 1:20, that Christ should be magnified in his body, “whether by life or by death.”

Years later, when the end of the line was clearly in sight, Paul wrote in 2 Timothy 4:7, “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.” We should be determined to finish the course whatever the cost. A person who never does anything except what can be done easily will never do anything worth doing at all.

Paul’s Final Instructions

This address concludes with Paul’s final instructions in verses 25-35,

 “Now I know that none of you among whom I have gone about preaching the kingdom will ever see me again. Therefore, I declare to you today that I am innocent of the blood of all men. For I have not hesitated to proclaim to you the whole will of God. Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.  Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood. 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. So be on your guard! Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears. 

“Now I commit you to God and to the word of his grace, which can build you up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified. I have not coveted anyone’s silver or gold or clothing. You yourselves know that these hands of mine have supplied my own needs and the needs of my companions. In everything I did, I showed you that by this kind of hard work we must help the weak, remembering the words the Lord Jesus himself said: ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’”

Paul announces that he will never pass this way again. He acknowledged that, in all likelihood, they would not see him again, either because he would die or because he would be somewhere in the western part of the Roman Empire.
 Paul later received a pleasant surprise. First Timothy 1:3 tells us that, after his trial in Rome, he was privileged to visit these churches again.
 But he did not know that at this time.

Something of this uncertainty is reflected in Paul’s appeal for prayer in Romans 15:30–32 that he may be delivered from danger in Jerusalem and that his gifts for the church will be gratefully received.

So he was addressing the leaders of the church of Ephesus as one who spoke to them for the last time. He was bidding farewell to the Aegean world, the area in which for seven or eight years now he had “gone about proclaiming the kingdom.”

Several times he reminded the elders of his example. There had been a degree of thoroughness about it, which left his conscience clear. He shared all possible truth with all possible people in all possible ways. He taught the whole gospel to the whole city with his whole strength.

After briefly reviewing his own ministry there, Paul challenges the leaders in verse 28, “Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.  Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own blood.” Never underestimate the great importance of the church. The church is important to God the Father because His name is on it—“the church of God.” It is important to the Son because He shed His blood for it; and it is important to the Holy Spirit because He is calling and equipping people to minister to the church. It is a serious thing to be a spiritual leader in the church of the living God.

The way Paul says it here, the cost of redemption was (literally) “His own blood.” It is, however, unlikely that an early Christian would have spoken of God shedding his own blood, and therefore we must either assume that the phrase means “the blood of his Own,” which is grammatically possible. Although this is one of the few places in Luke’s writings that clearly refer to the doctrinal significance of the cross, we should not underestimate its importance as a representation of his own belief as well as Paul’s.

In verses 28-30, Paul warns these leaders of three threats to the church. First, he warned them of the danger of personal compromise in verse 28. Paul admonished the leaders to “be on guard.”
 Note that they must first keep watch over themselves, and only then over the flock over which the Holy Spirit has made them responsible. For they cannot care adequately for others if they neglect the care and culture of their own souls.

Second, Paul prepared them for the danger of external attack by false teachers in verse 29. He warned the elders with a palpable image of wolves among sheep.
 In the ancient Near East wolves were the chief enemy of sheep. Hunting singly or in packs, they were a constant threat. Sheep were defenseless against them. Shepherds could not afford to relax their vigilance. Nor can Christian pastors. Jesus himself warned of false prophets; “wolves in sheep’s clothing” He called them in Matthew 7:15.

Third, he cautioned the Ephesian church about the danger of internal corruption by apostasy in verse 30. Theological corruption could creep in from the outside in the form of false teachers, or it could arise from within as leaders drifted from the teaching of the apostles and Scripture.

Sadly, we read that in later years the church at Ephesus had to reckon with strong heretical forces in 1 Timothy 1:3; 2 Timothy 1:15; and Revelation 2:1–7). Paul’s warning was a timely one.
 And it is a timely one for us, too.

In verse 35, Paul quotes Jesus by saying, “…remembering the words the Lord Jesus himself said: ‘It is more blessed to give than to receive.’” The opening words were a formula regularly used in the early church to introduce a quotation from Jesus, seen also in writings after the New Testament was completed. This is a rare instance of a saying of Jesus not found in the canonical Gospels.

This beatitude does not suggest that people who receive are “less blessed” than people who give. (The beggar in Acts 3 would argue about that!) It could be paraphrased, “It’s better to share with others than to keep what you have and collect more.” In other words, the blessing does not come in accumulating wealth, but in sharing it. After all, Jesus became poor that we might become rich, as Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 8:9.

Paul undoubtedly spent the entire day with the Ephesian elders, developing and applying each point, answering questions, discussing specific situations, and anticipating future scenarios and how to handle them. Then at the end of his time, he knelt and prayed for them in verse 36. Imagine the impact of hearing this faithful apostle interceding for you just before departing for the last time. Then we read in verse 37, “They began to weep aloud and embraced Paul, and repeatedly kissed him.” They were “grieving,” suffering mental pain and distress, over their mentor—the man who had guided them out of darkness and into a life of freedom and hope—who was departing to certain suffering and potential death. This caused them deep anguish, and they did not attempt to hide it. This scene follows Paul to the ship, where he and his entourage set sail.

What can we learn from this painful passage? While goodbyes are inevitable (for one reason or another) we can learn from this and even prepare for those difficult times in advance.

First, we should live in such a way now that our departure will be mourned, not celebrated. Throughout this text Paul reminds them of his faithfulness to them. He began well and he ended well. The Ephesians were truly sorry to see him go. I have known some farewells that were met not so much with sorrow as with a sigh of relief.

Second, we should lead in such a way that our ministry will live on after we have departed. Paul instructed Timothy in 2 Timothy 2:2, “And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.” In this way we develop a legacy that will outlive us. 

Finally, we should learn the importance of knowing and teaching the truth of God’s Word to counteract the lies that arise from without and within. The enemy speaks lies—that’s his native language—but the church is a place of truth. Trends and traditions will come and go, but truth will live on forever. It is the only anchor against the stormy swells of secularism. 

No, this is not my goodbye to you. I don’t look forward to that day, though I know it will come one way or another. I only hope that my farewell will be something similar to Paul’s. I don’t only hope that will be true; I am working toward that end.
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