PAUL’S THIRD MISSIONARY JOURNEY (Part II)
Acts 20:13-38 

Key Verse: 20:32

This is Paul’s final mission trip. In today’s passage, Paul returns to the churches he founded on his way to Jerusalem. There he would be arrested and imprisoned, sent to Rome to await judgment there. Paul knew that troubles awaited him, because the Spirit so warned him. Then what could be his message to the churches he founded as he saw them the last time? We learn in today’s passage how he committed them to God and his grace. Heavenly Father, help me to be opened to the message of your grace. I pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.
I.  Paul decides to sail past Ephesus (13-16)

Where did Paul go after leaving Troas? Look at verses 13-15. “We went on ahead to the ship and sailed for Assos, where we were going to take Paul aboard. He had made this arrangement because he was going there on foot. When he met us at Assos, we took him aboard and went on to Mitylene. The next day we set sail from there and arrived off Kios. The day after that we crossed over to Samos, and on the following day arrived at Miletus.” Paul was now returning from his third and final recorded missionary journey, going through all of the various places where he had preached the word of God. Most of his time on this particular trip was spent in Ephesus, where he had occasion to speak to both Jews and Gentiles, and for a long two year period, to teach and have daily discussions in the lecture hall there, through which he was able to reach both Jews and Greeks in the entire province of Asia with the word of God. So there was abundant fruit in the early stages in many towns of Asia Minor, of which Ephesus was the largest. But Paul had briefly visited the churches in Greece that were established on his previous trips. Now he was returning through Asia in a step by step way. The five towns named here—Assos, Mitylene, Kios, Samos and Miletus—were all seacoast port cities along the Mediterranean Sea, moving down from Macedonia.
Then what decision did Paul make? Verse 16 says, “Paul had decided to sail past Ephesus to avoid spending time in the province of Asia, for he was in a hurry to reach Jerusalem, if possible, by the day of Pentecost.” Paul had been moving along the coast. Ephesus itself was inland, but considering the amount of time Paul had spent there, and considering the relative importance of the church at the time, why did he want to now sail past Ephesus? According to verse 16, Paul was in a hurry to reach Jerusalem. He wanted to get there by Pentecost. Starting in verse 5 of chapter 20, there is almost a day by day account of this journey. Paul’s decision can only mean that the missionary journey—in fact, Paul’s life as a missionary—is over. The urgency to get to Jerusalem from one perspective may be that Pentecost was coming. According to Acts 2, Jews from all over the world would gather in Jerusalem to celebrate Pentecost. That is where the Holy Spirit inaugurated the ministry to which Paul was an heir. On this particular Pentecost, Paul was carrying an offering to the church there from the Gentile churches. The offering was more than just money. It was the testimony of the work of God among the Gentiles, the fruit of the work of the same Holy Spirit who had begun the work on the day of Pentecost after the resurrection of the Lord, the same Holy Spirit that Jesus testified would empower the apostles to carry his name to the ends of the earth. There was no way that the church in Jerusalem could know the great work that was going on in every place, from Asia to Greece. The offering was the testimony of the grace of God; it was a holy thing. Paul’s decision to sail past Ephesus, and to not spend time in Asia, was a beautiful expression of faith, of surrendering the churches that he had labored tirelessly to preserve against enemies from without and within, into the hands of God as a holy thing, God’s own. 

Paul’s decision is the recognition of the work of God in raising the churches of Asia and Achaia, at the same time, the recognition that this was the transition for him into a new life and ministry as well. Paul was thrusting himself into the unknown according to verses 22 and 23, not knowing anything about what awaited him other than hardships and prison. But surprisingly, Paul was urgent to get to Jerusalem, to the unknown, to the hardships. From this standpoint, his decision was the offering of himself—his very life—into God’s hand, as a holy thing, for his purpose. It was the recognition at the most personal level, of the work of the Holy Spirit in himself. It is the complete denial of himself, in order that Jesus’ death and resurrection may be testified in Asia, in Jerusalem and beyond. The decision to sail past Ephesus seems like a simple yes or no choice. But for Paul it meant the prayerful committing of himself as well as the church to God himself.

In the course of the ministry of the word of God, there comes the decision whether this ministry is a human thing or an eternal thing, if it is our fruit or the fruit of the Holy Spirit, the decision whether God is for me, or I am God’s own by his grace. We always think of decisions as having a right or wrong, yes or no answer. Paul’s decision teaches us to discern the Holy God and his eternal grace, that even the simple decision to sail past Ephesus may be the decision to commit myself and this ministry to God.

II.  Testifying to the gospel of God’s grace (17-24)
When and where did Paul meet the Ephesian elders? Verse 17 says, “From Miletus, Paul sent to Ephesus for the elders of the church.” Miletus was a coastal town about forty miles from Ephesus. Because the time was short for Paul to get to Jerusalem by Pentecost, he did not land at Miletus, then travel the forty miles to meet the church in Ephesus, then travel the forty miles back to Miletus. There seems to be a day by day urgency in Paul’s trip. Here he cut off time by having the church leaders come down from Ephesus to Miletus to meet him there. 

What can we learn from his farewell speech about Paul’s life and ministry there? Look at verses 18-20. “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.’”
First, Paul’s humility. When Paul went into the province of Asia, he lived with great humility and even with tears. He lived as a tentmaker while he stayed in Ephesus before, and supported himself instead of depending on anyone for support. In the meantime, he was forced to teach in the lecture hall of Tyrranus. Paul was teaching Gentiles who knew nothing about God, and who knew nothing about the Scriptures. But Paul taught them, beginning with Genesis 1, the word of God. From Paul’s letters, we know he was a learned man, a Pharisee, the best of the best when it came to Bible knowledge. But he humbly served the Gentiles in Asia, at his own personal expense. He lived as a homeless person, a pilgrim on his way to the kingdom of God through the way of the cross, through the way of suffering. He did this in order that the word of God may reach the Gentiles. He did this as an example of humility for the churches of Asia. Paul reminded the elders from Ephesus of this because he was calling them to humbly serve the province of Asia as he did.

Second, Paul was severely tested. Not only did Paul serve humbly and at great personal expense, the result meant being severely tested by the plots of the Jews. Paul underwent the test by his own people, who constantly rejected his message. The Jews actually followed him in order to disrupt his ministry, and even plotted to kill him. The word “tested” here tells us what a great temptation it must have been to just leave the ministry in Asia for more fertile and less troublesome territory elsewhere. There could be the temptation to rationalize that this was God’s way of telling him to move on to another mission field. Instead, Paul met this as the severe test and continued to serve the Lord, although it meant humble suffering and tears continually. That was his ministry in Asia.
Third, Paul did not hesitate to preach. The humility and the testing Paul endured were solely directed to the preaching of the word of God. Paul could boldly claim, “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.” (20) Paul had spent a considerable amount of time—two years—teaching in the lecture hall of Tyrranus until all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord. (19:9,10,20) But he did more than just preach the word of God publicly. At times he was called to go house to house to preach the word of God. But in either case, the evidence of the grace of God was in the truth that the entire province of Asia was evangelized in this way. 

The summary of Paul’s life is that he lived as a servant of the word of God. This meeting with the leaders of the church in Ephesus may be considered the passing of the torch, so to speak, the transition of the ministry of the word of God, and even the stewardship of all Asia, from Paul to them
What was it that Paul so earnestly taught to both Jews and Gentiles? Verse 21 says, “I have declared to both Jews and Greeks that they must turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus.” 
What does it mean to repent? It seems like there should be two different messages for Jew and Gentile. But Paul taught both to turn to God in repentance. We can understand based on Romans 3:9-12, which Paul must have written around this time since there is the reference of the journey to Jerusalem. Romans 3:9-12 says, “What shall we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin. As it is written: ‘There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.’” Paul taught all those who had turned away—whether Jew or Gentile—to turn to God in repentance. 

What does it mean to have faith in our Lord Jesus? Again we can understand from what Paul wrote around this time in Romans 3:21-24. “But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify. This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.” Faith is the practical expression of repentance. Faith is the confession of those who turn to God, believing that God sent Jesus to redeem us to God, faith that he bore our sins on himself, faith that God will accept those who have been “turned away” from God their entire life, when they turn to God because of the gospel. We might think that after three missionary journeys, meeting Jews and Gentiles from Asia and grace, Paul would have some sophisticated and elaborate theology. Instead he had a simple message: “Turn to God in repentance and have faith in our Lord Jesus.”
What was Paul’s attitude toward his mission? Look at 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.” Paul described himself as being compelled by the Spirit. It seemed to be against his will. He was compelled to the unknown. What he did know was only that prison and hardships awaited him. How did he know that? The same Spirit that compelled him also warned him. So Paul was in a day by day hurry to get to Jerusalem, the place he was compelled to go, but also the place where he would meet prison and hardships. But his attitude was anything but fatalistic. He was not fearful of the hardships and persecution that awaited him. He considered his very life worth nothing to him. Paul’s attitude was one of surrender to the grace of God. Jerusalem was a stop along the way to finishing the task he was given, the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace. On his final missionary journey, his final address to the church at Ephesus, the church he labored for and loved, Paul offered himself completely over for the gospel of God’s grace. He appears as a man consumed in the consuming fire of God’s grace, but not burned up, rather refined as a testimony of God’s eternal and sovereign grace, which is what we so clearly see in the man.
How do you consider your life? However we have considered our life, whether worth something or nothing to me or others, we learn to consider this life as God’s own, for the purpose of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace. May God bless us as the acceptable offerings by his grace.
III.  Now I commit you to God (25-38)

Now that Paul offered himself to the task 100%, what about the church? Verses 25-28 say, “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.” Paul transferred the stewardship of the church to a few elders of the church in Ephesus. He did this at a time when he told them he would never see them again. The shepherd left them in charge of the sheep, as shepherds of the flock of God. In fact, that is what the Spirit makes them. He did this knowing the church belonged to God at the price of the blood of Jesus. But Paul could confidently give them such a great stewardship. 
When did Paul do this? Look at verses 29-31. “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.” It seems that Paul was leaving them by themselves at the worst possible time. They would be attacked from without as well as within. The gospel of God’s grace which they depended on would soon be corrupted by some within the church, possibly some present at this moment. Paul had been there to warn them constantly for three years. Now, just as the savage wolves came to devour the flock, the shepherd seems to be saying, “Take care of yourselves.” Is that not irresponsible?
Look at verse 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.” This is what Paul was doing. He was committing them to the grace of God. The word “Now” at the beginning tells us that this was indeed the time for it to happen. Paul knew full well what hardships they would face. But “now” was the time to commit them to God and to the word of his grace. What could the word of God and his grace do for them? The word has power to give them—the ones who would soon be so threatened—an inheritance in the kingdom of God as his holy and sanctified children. Could Paul do that for them by staying with them? He could at best admonish them and warn them. Now was the time when the power of the grace of God would be made known. So Paul offered his tender sheep as God’s own, who could be built up and made holy by the grace of God. He committed them to God because they were God’s own, created and sanctified as his children.

What did Paul teach them in this way? Verses 33-35 say, “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’s example was that he supplied his needs while he was with them. Now he went to the step of giving himself as well as them into the grace of God. It is hard work. It is remembering the weak. It is suffering for the sake of others simply because of the gospel of Jesus. This is the humble ministry of giving. Paul was going to Jerusalem to give an offering from the Gentile churches to them. There he remembered Jesus and his words. More than that, Paul offered himself to the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace. There he remembered Jesus as well. Now he gave the church as an offering, committing them to God and the word of his grace. There he remembered the Lord Jesus as well. Jesus gave himself for the weak sinner. When Paul was reminded of the gospel, he could give all things for the grace of God. When he lived as a man offered for God’s grace, all these things became for him the blessed remembrance of Jesus.

Verses 36-38 describe the parting scene. “When he had said this, he knelt down with all of them and prayed. They all wept as they embraced him and kissed him. What grieved them most was his statement that they would never see his face again. Then they accompanied him to the ship.” The parting scene was prayerful and tearful. They would not see each other again. There is a sense of helplessness and weakness. But what are we aware of here? Strangely we become awakened to the grace of God. The final missionary journey was the summation of Paul’s ministry. The conclusion was that Paul was going to Jerusalem to present an offering from the Gentiles, to present in this way the Gentiles themselves as an offering acceptable to God, sanctified by the Holy Spirit, and he offered himself completely into God’s grace.

