
God’s	  Care	  for	  His	  Church	  
	  

• Acts	  20:26-‐38	  
• USA Today carried this story on July 8, 2005 from Istanbul, Turkey: 
• “First one sheep jumped to its death. Then stunned Turkish shepherds, who had left the 

herd to graze while they had breakfast, watched as nearly 1,500 others followed, each 
leaping off the same cliff, Turkish media reported. In the end, 450 dead animals lay on top 
of one another in a billowy white pile, the Aksam newspaper said. Those who jumped later 
were saved as the pile got higher and the fall more cushioned. After one of the sheep tried 
to jump a ravine, the rest of the flock followed. ‘There's nothing we can do. They're all 
wasted,’ Nevzat Bayhan, a member of one of 26 families whose sheep were grazing in the 
herd, was quoted as saying…”  What is going on here? You have heard the mythical story, 
perhaps, of lemmings rushing to the sea, committing suicide en masse. Here we have a 
similar story, only this time it is a herd of sheep, all following a leader who is very 
confused. This rogue sheep made a deadly decision and 1,500 of his closest friends blindly 
followed him.  
You could “spin” this story and say that 450 of the sheep laid down their lives for their 
comrades. But don’t pull the wool over your eyes. That’s not what happened here. You 
could say that sheep are naturally sociable and would rather die together than live alone. 
That, too, would be wrong, and I would be fleecing you to even suggest it. You could say 
that since these sheep lived in Turkey, perhaps they thought they could fly. That would be a 
really “baaad” attempt at humor, and it, too, would be off the mark. 
No, these sheep were simply acting the way God designed them. Sheep are not the 
brightest of four-legged creatures, they are defenseless, and they do tend to be followers. 
They get ticks, lice and worms, and regularly have to be dipped in strong chemicals to keep 
them healthy. Maybe that’s why God compares us to sheep in the Bible. He says in Isaiah 
53:6, “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned -- every one -- to his own way…” 
Sheep, if left unattended, will wander off. A sheep can wander over a cliff, or into a thicket 
where he is held fast, or stumble over rocks and end up ‘cast’ (on his back, unable to turn). 
In any of these scenarios, the sheep that leaves his shepherd is easy prey for a wolf, a 
hyena, or any number of sheep-eating predators.  
“Prone to wander, Lord I feel it, prone to leave the God I love.” 
This story from Turkey illustrates very clearly what Paul says to the Ephesian elders: sheep 
desperately need shepherds. 

• Paul	  has	  called	  for	  the	  elders	  of	  the	  church	  at	  Ephesus	  to	  come	  and	  meet	  with	  him	  as	  he	  makes	  
his	  way	  to	  Jerusalem.	  He	  spent	  3	  years	  in	  this	  church,	  longer	  than	  in	  any	  other	  city,	  and	  he	  
dearly	  loves	  these	  people	  and	  wants	  the	  church	  to	  continue	  to	  grow	  and	  be	  healthy.	  But	  he	  
knows	  difficult	  days	  are	  ahead	  for	  them,	  and	  he	  wants	  to	  give	  them	  instructions	  as	  to	  how	  to	  
prepare	  for	  what	  is	  coming.	  There	  is	  nothing	  that	  has	  happened	  in	  the	  two	  thousand	  years	  
since	  these	  words	  were	  spoken	  that	  has	  changed	  the	  importance	  and	  the	  relevance	  of	  them.	  
They	  apply	  to	  every	  church	  today	  just	  as	  much	  as	  they	  applied	  to	  that	  church	  then.	  	  

• There are two big ideas I want to bring out of this text this morning. First, the vigilance 
required of the elders. Second, the incalculable value of the church. 

• The vigilance required of elders. 
• “Pay careful attention to yourselves.” (vs. 28)  This means, first of all, that the first 

responsibility of an elder is to watch out for his own soul. He can’t very well take care of 



others’ spiritual well-being if he is not taking care of his own. It’s like the announcement 
you have to sit through any time you fly, the safety rules. If in the unlikely event that the 
airplane should lose cabin pressure, the nice lady says, a mask will fall from the 
compartment above. Then she tells you how to put the mask on. And if you have a child 
flying with you, you put YOUR mask on first, and then you help your child. Watch out for 
your OWN soul, first, so you are in a position to help others. This is why the first 
requirement for elders, given to us by Paul in 1 Tim. 3 and Titus 1,  is that they be “above 
reproach.” That doesn’t mean without sin or there would be no qualified elders. It means 
that there are no accusations a person in or out of the church could make against you that 
would disqualify you to serve. So first of all, elders are to be men who are pursuing 
holiness in their own lives. And that may be their greatest ministry to the body of Christ. 
Robert Murray McCheyne was a Scottish minister in the 1800’s who died in his 30th year of 
life and only his 7th year of ministry. He died of typhus and was buried in his own church 
yard, but his sermons and his writings are still used today by pastors around the world. He 
said once, “What my people need most is my personal holiness.” Part of the vigilance 
required by elders is to watch out for their own personal holiness.  

• Second, that phrase, “Pay attention to yourselves” can also mean that the elders watch out 
for each other’s holiness. Who pastors the pastors at Antioch? The elders do. In fact, the 
elders AND the deacons do. One of the things we do every month when we gather with the 
deacons is pair off, try to meet with a different man each month, and go through an 
accountability inventory with each other. We ask questions that include: “How are you 
doing with consistency in satisfying personal devotions?” “Family devotions?” “Battling 
against ungodly thoughts?” “Have you been with a woman in the past week in a way that 
could be viewed as compromising?” “Have you viewed any sexually explicit material or 
video?” We even ask this question: “Assess your eating and exercise this past month.”  

• “And to all the flock.” (vs. 28) 
• Another vital part of the vigilance of the elders has to do with taking care of all the flock. 

What does that bring to mind? Remember when Jesus restored Peter, asking him three 
times, “Do you love me?” When Peter told Him yes, Jesus responded, “Feed my sheep.” 
Three times. Elders are to “care for the church of God,” and that means first to feed the 
sheep. Paul said he was innocent of the blood of all because he did not shrink from 
declaring to the church in Ephesus the whole counsel of God. He taught them, and that is 
the elders’ primary responsibility.  

• He also admonished them day and night for three years, with tears. (vs. 31) The word here 
is where we get “nouthetic” from, as in nouthetic counseling. It means to “put into the 
mind” in order to instruct or warn. Sometimes the whole flock is admonished in a sermon. 
But many times the admonishment is more individual, where an elder may come alongside 
a brother and admonish him to lead his family. To be faithful to attend on Sunday morning 
and to be involved in a home group. Like a shepherd, he uses the crook of encouragement 
and the rod of God’s Word to bring a sheep back into line. 

• A third way the elders take care of the flock is to protect them against wolves. Paul says in 
verse 31, “Therefore be alert.” Don’t go to sleep, elders! Be vigilant, because savage wolves 
will come in. The greatest natural enemy to sheep in the middle east was the wolf. They 
traveled packs or they hunted alone. Either way, a battle between a sheep and a wolf is no 



battle at all. The sheep’s only hope is that their shepherds were not asleep. Paul warns the 
elders to stay awake and be watching for the two different types of wolves that will come in.  

• There are wolves who “come in among you, not sparing the flock.” (vs. 29) These are false 
teachers who blatantly want to undermine the faith and destroy the church. They look like 
the wolves that they are. They come teaching that Jesus is just one way to God, or that 
authority should be despised, or that the Bible is just a book written by men and has no 
spiritual value. These false teachers can be on the internet, the TV, in music, or in the 
classroom. They don’t have to physically be IN the church meetings to work their 
destruction! 

• There are also wolves who come into the church in sheep’s clothing, “from among your 
own selves,” and they speak “twisted things, to draw away disciples.” Jesus warned of this 
in Matthew 7:15-16. You will recognize them by their fruits.  

• How does this happen, where a man is an elder, or a pastor, same thing, and he is 
preaching biblical truth one year and the next he is out of the ministry, hates God and the 
church, and has repudiated everything he ever believed? I like this statement by John 
Piper on the subject. He says there is “emotional disenchantment with faithfulness to what 
is old and fixed, and an emotional preoccupation with what is new and fashionable and 
relevant in the eyes of the world.” When this is happening in a person, elder or not, you get 
the impression that he longer wants to bring his heart and mind and life into conformity to 
fixed, biblical truth. Now you hear him say things like, “Well, that was along time ago.” Or, 
“That was written in a very different culture.” Or, “The writers of the Bible didn’t know 
science like we do.” Remember what Jude wrote in his short letter? Verse 3, “…I found it 
necessary to write appealing to you to contend for the faith that was once for all delivered 
to the saints.” And then verse 4, “For certain people have crept in unnoticed who long ago 
were designated for this condemnation, ungodly people, who pervert the grace of our God 
into sensuality and deny our only Master and Lord, Jesus Christ.” That’s what a wolf in 
sheep’s clothing does. Elders especially, but all of us together must be stay alert to this 
happening in the church. If it happened in Ephesus, which was planted by the Apostle Paul 
and had him as one of their shepherds for three years, it can happen anywhere. 

• The incalculable value of the church. 
• What is the most powerful incentive the elders could possibly have for the work they have 

been called to do? The incalculable value of the church. Look at verse 28, and see how this 
is described in a way that puts on display both the doctrine of the Trinity, and the doctrine 
of atonement.  

• First, it is God’s church. Elders are to care “for the church of God.” Who’s church is 
Antioch? God’s church? That’s true of every local church, and that’s true of the universal 
church, of which every true believer is a member. This is God’s church.  

• Second, it was obtained, or purchased, “with His own blood.” Or another reading of this 
phrase would be, “with the blood of His own.” We know that God is Spirit, but we know 
that Jesus became flesh and dwelt among us and it was Jesus who gave His blood on the 
cross to pay the penalty for your sin and mine. Penal substitutionary atonement. He paid a 
debt He did not owe, I owed a debt I could not pay, I needed someone to wash my sins 
away!  The purchase price for the church is unmatched in the universe. The value of the 
church to God is incalculable. To the world? Mostly zero, except when there are natural 
disasters and it is the church who responds quickest and longest. How precious is the 



church to many whose names are on the roll of a local church but who only go at 
Christmas, Easter, and maybe when there’s a meal being served? Mostly zero. Think of it! 
The church, purchased with the blood of the sinless Savior, yawned at by many of its own 
members. 

• Finally, over this church, which belongs to God and was purchased by the blood of Christ, 
the Holy Spirit appoints overseers or elders. Take care of MY church, God says! That 
should humble every elder. It should call us to faithfulness, to work day and night, to be 
vigilant. By God’s grace, and with your prayers, we will be.  
 


