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April 26, 2015      Acts 20:28-32 

 

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. 29 I know that after I leave, savage 

wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. 30 Even from your own number men will 

arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them. 31 So be on your guard! 

Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears. 32 “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. 

 

The Word of Paul to Pastors 

 

It was an emotional time for Paul and the pastors of the church in Ephesus.  Paul had them come to him in the 

city of Miletus so he could meet with them and pray with them one last time.  He told them that he was going to 

Jerusalem by revelation of the Holy Spirit - and that he would face prison and hardships there.  The worst thing 

they heard was that they would never see Paul again.  They all wept as Paul left.   

 

These were Paul’s last words of wisdom for these pastors.  They are very applicable to me as a pastor.  I hope 

and pray that they will guide you to a greater understanding of the high calling pastors have.  Maybe you can 

also contemplate on how you can help your pastors so that we as a church can grow in Christ as we study these 

words.   

 

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.  

 

First of all, Paul told the Ephesian pastors to watch over themselves - to make sure that they did not fall into a 

sin that would disqualify them from the ministry or be led astray in their own faith.   Out of my own class of 29, 

there are now 21 in the ministry.  All it takes is one blunder and all can be lost very quickly.  Twenty years of 

ministry can all be wiped out by one minute of shame, and a man’s whole ministry can be marred by one foolish 

sin.  When that happens, the world laughs and the devil rejoices.  So Paul told the ministers to first of all keep a 

close eye on themselves.  When we are taught to preach we are often told the sermon should first of all be 

directed at ourselves.  We are called on to be self aware or our own weaknesses.  And of course this isn’t only 

for pastors.  It’s a good point for all of us; to keep watch over yourself too.  You shouldn’t need to be constantly 

corrected by a spouse or a parent; not if you are keeping a close and honest eye on yourself.  

 

The pastors of Ephesus and all pastors are then called on by the Holy Spirit to oversee and shepherd all of the 

believers that are in his church.  Think of those terms - overseer and shepherd.  I think of how a shepherd would 

get to a high place to look over the whole flock - to make sure there were no dangers ahead and that there was 

nobody straggling behind.   The role of a shepherd was to protect the sheep from predators and lead the sheep to 

green pastures and water.  The shepherd needed to do his best to make sure the sheep didn’t go astray; that they 

stayed close and kept within distance; that they kept on feeding on the food and drink that they were being led 

to.  It is a high calling because Paul said that you were bought with the blood of Jesus Christ.  He paid the 

greatest price for you; He spent His life for you.  You are precious cargo to God.   
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I remember taking care of a neighbor’s dog and taking it for a walk.  It wasn’t used to going on walks.  I 

accidentally let go of it’s leash.  It took off ahead of me and I couldn’t catch it and went running across a road 

without pause.  I held my breath in fear and panic.  It made it across and ran directly to it’s house.  I breathed a 

sigh of relief.  That dog meant a lot to our neighbors.   

 

You mean a lot more to God.  You are not a temporary pet.  You are more than God’s creation.  You were built 

for eternity; and He paid a precious price for you to be in heaven.  He rescued you from Satan’s grasp and 

adopted you into His family.  God has put precious cargo in my hands, and called me to keep watch over you as 

an overseer.  If I mess up, it’s not like dropping an egg on the floor.  I’m dealing with eternal souls; blood 

bought souls - bought with the blood of GOD - poured on you in your baptism and into you in the Lord’s 

Supper.   God has spent His life on you and for you and He wants you in heaven.  He’s placed you under my 

hands and Pastor Starr’s hands and said to us, “Take care of these precious children!”  

 

It would seem obvious then that you as sheep need to come to church in order to be fed if at all possible.  You 

don’t want to be one of the sheep that is constantly lagging behind or going astray and getting in trouble.  You 

are compared to sheep as am I.  But we also have the Holy Spirit.  We have legs and converted wills.  We have 

brains to use.  God expects you to want to come here; to make every effort to come here; and to be fed.  He 

wants you to make use of your pastor and your fellow Christians when you are struggling.  The devil wants you 

to try and fight it alone.  Instead of keeping away from your church and pastor when you are having a hard time, 

you are to seek his counsel and support of prayers when you need it.  The church is not meant to be a beauty 

contest.  We are here to give forgiveness; to give strength to keep fighting against sin and death and the devil; 

not to pretend that sin and death and the devil didn’t exist.  This is how God designed it.  If your child lived in 

town and didn’t call you for several weeks or stop by to talk with you, wouldn’t you start to wonder what was 

wrong?  Wouldn’t it be natural for you to call them and ask them where they’ve been or how they’ve been?  

How would you respond if your child said to you, “It’s not of your business!  I’m fine.  Don’t worry about me!”  

You as a parent would immediately know something was wrong.  You would know that what your child was 

saying was impossible - because that’s what you do as a parent.    

 

Now, if you were the devil, how would you try and attack and get to God’s children?  Not only would you try to 

get the sheep to stray.  What if you could pervert the very ones that were called to protect and take care of you?  

If  you were the devil, you would want to destroy the unity of the father and mother; to split them up; to 

annihilate the very concept of family.  If you were the devil, you would want to turn the government against 

God’s children; to get the government to attack the children of God and to promote evil instead of good.  If you 

were the devil, you would want to have those who are said to be God’s spiritual leaders and use them also to 

lead people away from Christ; to actually promote wickedness and call it good.  If you could attack through the 

very institutions that God had established and turn them to evil, then you would have free reign over the sheep.   

 

This last tactic is what Paul warned the pastors of the church in Ephesus about most.   I know that after I 

leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. 30 Even from your own number 

men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them. 31 So be on your guard! 

Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears.  

 

Some might portray Paul as being almost paranoid about this.  DAY and NIGHT he warned the pastors with 

TEARS that savage wolves would come in among the flock of Christians at Ephesus in order to tear them apart.  
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The wolves wouldn’t just let them be - they would come into their midst and attack.  He also said that they 

would come from their own number, and that they would DISTORT the truth in order to draw disciples after 

them.   

 

Be on your guard!  We don’t like to fight, but sometimes we need to be more willing to battle against false 

doctrine than we are.  Right now the president of the Missouri Synod is frustrated because his own synod won’t 

discipline a teacher at one of their schools who openly teaches that the six day creation is false along with a 

variety of other false teachings.  He’s trying to fight and he should fight!  I respect him for that, because you 

can’t reason with wolves.   

 

“Distort” comes from the greek word to turn - but means to turn to the side.  It is diastrepho.  Think of someone 

walking along the pathway and then saying, “Look, I found a shortcut over here.  It is more scenic - most people 

don’t know about it.  Come with me, I’ll show you.  It will be fun!”  A word closely related to it; right above it 

in the dictionary is KATAstrepho - which is where we get the word for “catastrophe” from.  There is a reason 

they are closely related.  These false teachers would lead people astray; down the wrong pathway; which 

doesn’t lead anywhere close to heaven; it leads straight to hell.  What a catastrophe one seeming little 

diastrophe can make!   

 

Why would someone do this?  Paul said that one reason is in order to draw away disciples after them.  It is 

easy to gauge your success or failure as a preacher over how many people are in the pew.  We tend to gauge 

numbers with success.  Yet we can’t forget that even Christ had a period in His ministry where many turned 

away and never followed Him.  God says to leave the success in His hands, and to just be faithful in 

proclaiming what HE says.  But the craving for success and following overwhelms some preachers.  They like 

the idea that people are coming to listen to THEM and follow THEM that it becomes a competition with other 

preachers.    

 

Years back there was a pastoral hot shot that came to prominence in the Mars’ Hill Church right here in 

Michigan.  He was known for his “cutting edge” type of brash personality and praised for how he liked to “rock 

the boat” and “ask questions” which directly contradicted the authority and clear teachings of the Bible.   People 

were buying it, and his popularity soared.  Lo and behold, a few years later, as this hot shot pastor following 

continued to grow he had to try and keep on expanding his “following” to more and more people.  So he came 

up with the revelation that there really isn’t a hell and that homosexuality really isn’t a sin.  This didn’t surprise 

me one bit.   

 

Paul was very concerned about this; that the ministry of the pastors in Ephesus would turn into a popularity 

contest instead of fellow pastors trying to bring their people to Christ.  Distorting the truth means leading away 

from THE TRUTH: Jesus Christ.   Indeed, that very thing happened in Corinth.  When Paul addressed all of the 

divisions that were happening in Corinth, he summarized his ministry in this simple way.  In 1 Corinthians 

1:22-23 he said, “Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, but we preach Christ 

crucified.”  So also today - right before this portion of God’s Word Paul wrote, “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.”  It was so simple.  Think about what we are called on to do as your 

pastors.  We are called to give you Christ - Pastor Starr with his unique abilities and me with mine.   
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“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. 

 

All of this is a daunting task.  It is a scary thing to fight against wolves.  David had to fight against the lion and 

the bear as a shepherd.  The devil is becoming more and more bold and the dangers are becoming more and 

more violent.  There are many battles that pastors have run away from.  It is easier to keep quiet.  But then when 

you do, that doesn’t bring peace.  It only brings guilt.  It is easy as a pastor to kick yourself over your failures, 

especially when you think about the eternal ramifications there can be.  Sometimes people like to point the 

finger at the pastor and blame them for their own failures; and claim that they are the reason they are leaving 

when they just didn’t want to repent of their sin.  But there may be other times when mistakes were made.  Bad 

advice was given.  You should have reached out and you didn’t.  You shouldn’t have said anything and  you 

did.  So it is easy to be scared to do anything in fear of failure.   

 

Paul had a special word for these pastors.  First and foremost pastors need to see their own need for God’s grace 

and mercy in Jesus Christ.  We need to have the grace of God committed to us; especially in our failures.  

There’s a reason we sit and kneel at this Table along with you; because we too need God’s gracious mercy in 

Christ.  We need to remind ourselves that we also are heirs of the inheritance that Jesus earned for us.  On the 

Final Day, we will all stand side by side under the same grace of Jesus Christ through the same faith in Jesus 

Christ.  I will be glad and happy to stand by you under the blood of Christ.  You have given me your prayers 

and support, and I have given you mine.  We have both fed at the same trough of Christ; on the same body and 

blood for the same forgiveness.   I need to hear that and remember that.  So do you.  We all stand before God as 

sanctified - sinners who have been mercifully set apart by God’s grace in Christ to look holy in His sight.  We 

all need the same grace to keep fighting against the wolves and calling them what they are.   

 

There are many writers and gurus who are trying to be pastors to today’s pastors.  They have all kinds of words 

of advice on how to “run the church” and be “successful.”  Most are nothing more than wolves in sheep 

clothing, for in reality the pastorate is always the same.  It is about clinging to Christ and serving Christ.   

 

Paul served as the best pastor to these pastors; not with great advice on how to run a church effectively, but with 

his simple word of grace in Jesus Christ.  We are all born as beggars needing to feed on the trough of Jesus 

body and blood; needing to be bathed in His mercy.  We continue our journey and our battle through the valley 

of the shadow of death; knowing that goodness and mercy will follow us all the days of our lives until the Good 

Shepherd comes again.  Amen.  


