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ACTS IN A NUTSHELL
Study 3: Acts 20:17-38

Paul is a man on a mission. Many missions. He's nearing the end of what the
Jewish leaders would like to think will be his last mission. But before then
he feels he needs to speak, as a teacher and friend, to the leaders of the
Ephesian church.

He's been a busy man since Barnabas fetched him from Tarsus to teach in
the fledgling church of Antioch 14 years previously. He has taught and
preached in many towns and cities across the Empire: first among the
Jews of the synagogues; and then in whatever other place seemed appro-
priate, since frequently after initial interest, the Jews closed their ears
to his message of salvation through Jesus Christ.

Through the power of the Holy Spirit, his ministry has raised the dead
(well the poor lad had fallen out the window dozing through a late night
sermon), healed cripples, cast out spirits and preached a message that has
brought thousands to faith in Jesus. He has also helped the church lead-
ers in Jerusalem come to terms with the consequences of the enthusiastic
acceptance of the Christian faith by Gentiles.

He has had many co-workers and hosts through the years. Paul felt it was
right to travel with those who could take the pace and commitment of the
work, like Silas and young Timothy. It was just a pity that he had fallen
out with Barnabas, who was so keen to give John Mark a second chance.
Now he has Luke with him, who as well as being a physician, may turn out
to be quite a scholar.

But now, Paul senses this part of his life is coming to and end. Of recent
months he has felt the Holy Spirit calling him to return to Jerusalem, and
he's eager to be there by Pentecost. Chances are he'll end up in prison,
but he's hardly a stranger to that environment! He just needs to find a
way of saying good-bye to so many of the folk he's worked and lived with
over the years, and there is so much to remember, so much he wants to
say to them...
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TEACHING AND DISCUSSION:

Q1: Share the thoughts of group members on what particular
characteristics they find inspiring in Christian leaders, and why.

Read Acts 20:17-38

Much of the teaching delivered by the apostles in Acts is evangelistic,
designed to inspire understanding of God, faith in Jesus Christ and an
awareness of how the Holy Spirit can comfort, inspire and heal. This passage
is different: it is the only speech in Acts addressed to a solely Christian
audience. It also forms part of one of the “we-passages” (see Acts 20:13)
which suggests that Luke may have been with Paul at the time it was delivered.

Leadership is tough. Leaders are always having to deal with change; they
create it, they have to equip others to accept it, move with it, and like the
Ephesian leaders, eventually to take on the responsibility themselves. Having
lived and worked with them for years, Paul knows what pressures both
external and internal will form part of their load, but he doesn't only have the
needs of the leaders in his mind, he's actually got the whole Christian
community in Ephesus in his mind's eye as he seeks to inspire and protect
them.

Paul meets the 'elders' of the church in Ephesus. The NRSV passage
variously describes them also as 'overseers' and also as pastors or shepherds
(Acts 20:28); we might say they were the people in charge of the mission and
ministry of the church. They were a “team”, assumed to be similar to that left
by Paul in leadership of the church in Galatia (Acts 14:23). They definitely
weren't a one-man, do-it-all leadership. The variety of titles they have in this
one short passage suggests that they had different skills with which to lead
their sizable community of Christians. Paul no longer shares in their leadership,
but is still regarded as their beloved teacher, and here teaches what he knows
they will need for their future leadership role.

Q2: Think about who leads the ministry of your church. Is it one person,
or a team? Discuss what skills are available to the church through that
leadership, and make a note of what skills might be lacking and what
action could be taken with the leadership to identify how those gaps
could be filled.
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Paul, in the three years that he has spent based in Ephesus, has been a living
example of how he thinks people in leadership should conduct themselves,
and he reminds them of this here. In doing so he also uses a saying of Jesus
(Acts 20:35) which does not appear in any of the Gospel accounts.

Q3: Look at the passage and identify aspects of Paul's behaviour that
might be an example to others. Discuss if, and how much, Christians
leaders should lead, and how much they should serve the community in
which they work.

In the letter to the Galatians, almost certainly attributable to Paul, he talks
about the freedom that comes through faith in Jesus (Galatians 5:1): “stand
firm, therefore, do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.” Yet here, Paul
describes himself as a “captive to the Holy Spirit” (Acts 20:22). In the NIV the
phrase used is “compelled by” - he has no choice but to return to Jerusalem.
Despite his wish to teach in Rome (Acts 19:21) he understands, from his
discernment of what has been said or revealed to him, that he is to suffer
further persecution and imprisonment as a result of his return to Jerusalem,
and that he will never see the Ephesian leaders again (Acts 20:25).

Q4: Discuss how somebody can both find freedom in a relationship with
God, and become a slave to God.

Q5: Discuss ways in which people might discern in advance what God
wants them to do through the power of the Holy Spirit. Can group
members provide any personal examples of when they believe the Holy
Spirit has prompted then to take a particular course of action?

In Acts 20:28 Paul reminds the leaders of the Ephesian church that they have
been appointed by God to their task through the power of the Holy Spirit.
Notably, Paul reminds them that their first priority is to look after themselves as
a leadership team, or perhaps we might also say, look after each other. Not so
much a case of 'healer, heal thyself', but 'leaders, lead thyselves'! Only then
are they reminded of their responsibilities to care for the Christian community
they lead. As with the leaders, so their 'flock' is also identified by its
relationship with God through Jesus' sacrifice on the cross. Whether in
leadership or membership of the Ephesian community, all are chosen by God.
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Q6: Make a note of what 'leadership' or 'membership' roles members of
the group have within the church community. Does remembering that
they are chosen and appointed by God to that role change the way they
view it?

Paul's time in Ephesus dealing with, among others things, the pressures
created by those who value their worship of the Greek goddess Artemis (Diana
as the Romans called her) (Acts 19:23-41), means he sees the danger of false
teaching creeping into the community of Christians living there. He urges the
leadership to guard against such problems occurring, and be particularly care-
ful not to let such issues become part of the leadership itself.

As Paul's time with the Ephesian leaders comes to a close (Acts 20:36-38) we
get a hint that perhaps they let their emotions at his departure overshadow the
importance of his message. Certainly, if we assume that Paul was in some
way involved in writing of the letter to the Ephesians during his captivity in
Rome a few years later, the teaching about the 'armour of God' against evil
(Eph 6:10-20) suggests that there was some sort of spiritual attack on the
Ephesian church in the interim. In the book of Revelation, the 'letter to the
Church in Ephesus' suggests that the Ephesian church did fulfil Paul's request
and identified “false apostles”, but still managed to lose its “first love” of God
(Rev 2:1-7).

Q7: Have members of the group ever been in the position of doubting the
accuracy of the teaching or example they receive from leaders in
church? How have they approached the issue – have they ignored it,
tested it or confronted it, and if so, how?

Q8: Discuss the effect that such problems can have on the church. If
current issues are particularly highlighted during the discussion, make a
note of them for use during the reflection, and discuss briefly how they
might be handled sensitively.
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Q9: Discuss how useful this sequence of studies has been to group
members, and what they have found particularly new or helpful to them
during the past three weeks. Make a note of any outstanding issues of
understanding, or prayers that need to be continued.

REFLECTION:

Make sure that members of the group have the notes made during discussions
of Questions 2, 6, 8 and 9 to hand. They should reflect the breadth of ministry
in the leadership of the local church, the leadership and membership roles of
the group members, and any particular concerns as to the teaching being
received/given in their church community, as well as outstanding items of
understanding or prayer. Share any other needs that members of the group
may have, or wish prayer for on behalf of others.

Ask members of the group to read together those prayers in bold, and share
out the reading of other passages and prayers, leaving times of silence and
sharing the needs you have discussed as appropriate. A candle can be lit to
signify God's light being shared with the world, or burn incense to signify God's
presence.

As Paul prayed together with the Ephesian leaders before he left them, so we
pray together now as we draw towards the close of these studies on Acts.

Called by God
Ever loving God,
You have called us by name,
In the night, across the years,
You have called again and again,
In our joy, and in our tears.
The words, never quite the same,
Seeking out our dulled ears,
Calling us to awake and rise,
And to cast aside all our fears.
Ever loving God,
You have called us by name, Adapted from 'Called by God'
and we thank you.  Amen. by David Adam in “Music of the heart”
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The following edited extract is taken from a quiet day guide 'A day to let God
love you', part of Ann Lewin's book “Words by the way”.

We have been chosen. But we have had so many experiences of not being
chosen that it is hard to believe. It all began probably in the playground when
the teams were being picked, and the best  friends and the good at games got
chosen first. The group of those not picked got smaller and smaller, and there
was an awful feeling that I might be the only one left, not really wanted but
having to join the team because you had to go somewhere. We can all
remember hurts like that. And there may well have been more serious ones,
when relationships didn't work, or a coveted job went to someone else. It's
easy to think we're not worth much.

But Jesus says he has chosen us. We often get our discipleship the wrong
way round, and think we have chosen him. But his love always draws us
before we respond. And his choice is that we become his friends, working with
him, bearing fruit as his life flows through us. Henri Nouwen, in Life of the
Beloved says, “The great spiritual battle begins – and never ends – with the
reclaiming of our chosen-ness.” We have to allow God to look at us and say,
'You are precious, I have chosen you, and I love you,' and not draw back.

After an period of silence offer the prayers of the group for

· the needs of ministry in the leadership of the local church;

· the leadership and membership roles of the group members;

· particular concerns as to the teaching being received/given in the
church community;

· outstanding items of understanding or prayer from previous weeks;

any other needs that members of the group may have, or wish prayer for on
behalf of others.
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Close the period of reflection by saying or singing together:

You have called us chosen
You have called us chosen,
A royal priesthood,
A holy nation
Belonging to you.
(repeat)

Take our lives as a sacrifice;
 Shine in us Your holy light.
 Purify our hearts' desire;
 Be to us a consuming fire.

You have shown us mercy,
You have redeemed us;
Our hearts cry 'Father,
We belong to You.'
(repeat) Songs of Fellowship No.1136

THE END OF THE ADVENTURE?

In some ways the adventure is drawing to a close, but in others it has hardly
started. We know we are chosen by God, forgiven and healed through Christ's
death and resurrection, freshly equipped with a sense of excitement as to how
the Holy Spirit is acting in and around our own lives, able to contribute in some
way to creating an expectant church that interacts with the communities in
which it operates to the glory of God.

And, although we are at the end of our snapshots of the early church provided
by Acts, even that story doesn't end here...
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The Holy Spirit didn't get it wrong. Paul got to Jerusalem, he even got to
Rome. In one he became a prisoner, in the other he remained a prisoner.
But whatever false accusations are made, it's difficult to silence a
prisoner especially when, like Paul, even his guards and judges treat him
with respect and awe.

Even the Roman legal system helped. Firstly the trumped-up charges by
the Jewish authorities weren't really those suited to a Roman court, and
as a Roman citizen the state provided some protection and a change of
venue to Caesarea. Then the Roman leadership changed, the King visited,
and at every hearing Paul was able to defend himself by preaching the
Word of God with power through the Holy Spirit.

Finally, Paul played his 'trump card': as a Roman citizen he appealed to
Caesar, and to be heard by Caesar he must be transferred, under guard,
by sea, during the stormy season, to Rome!

Political and judicial systems being what they are, Paul waits. But how is a
skilled teacher under house arrest, with easy access to friends, meant to
while away the years? Why teach, and preach, and write, and pray, and...

... nor, does the story end here. We are charged by God with the responsibility
of continuing to receive the power of the Holy Spirit, and be Jesus' witnesses,
to the ends of the earth. Amen.


