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We have been looking at why the Lord has ordained elders in His church and 
what it is He wants His elders to do – and by elder I mean both ruling and teaching 
elders.  If we understand these things more clearly, we will have a better idea as to why 
the Lord requires what He does of a man before that man can be an elder in His church.  
This will not only help those men who are already elders – to show them what they 
should be striving for as elders – but also those who are seeking the office – to examine 
themselves by, to see if they have these gifts and qualifications – and those of us who will 
one day nominate and confirm men to this office – to show us what kind of men we 
should be looking for.  We saw first that the Lord appointed elders in His congregations 
to be examples for His flock to follow.  Jesus wants us, as the author to the Hebrews 
wrote, to “imitate their faith” (Heb. 13:7).  He wants a living example before our eyes of 
what it means to follow Him, to live like Him.  They can’t be perfect examples, of 
course, since only Jesus Christ is that, but they must be adequate examples.  They must 
have a clear and accurate idea of what a Christian is to be and what he is to be doing, and 
they must be seeking to live according to that truth to encourage us to do the same.  
Second, we further saw the importance of calling only godly men to this office by the fact 
that these are the men the Lord has appointed to watch over our souls as we prepare for 
the Day of God’s Judgment (Heb. 13:17).  Those of us who have children are careful to 
hire only responsible babysitters to watch over them when we’re away, because we want 
them to be safe and well taken care of.  How much more care should we take when we 
call men to watch over our souls – to guard us and guide us – as we prepare to face our 
Lord on Judgment Day?  We need men who can show us how to be reconciled to God 
through Jesus Christ, and having been reconciled, who know how we should live to honor 
and glorify Him, so that we will know that we have been reconciled – that we have been 
saved – and so that we have a full reward on that day.   

Elders are to be our examples, and they are to watch over our souls.  But how are 
they to do this?  Last week, we began looking at this passage in Acts to see one of the 
best examples we have of how to do this in the apostle Paul.  You’ll remember that Paul 
called the Ephesian elders to himself to tell them what they should be doing as elders.  
But before he did, he first pointed to his own example.  He wasn’t asking them to do 
anything that he wasn’t already doing himself.  He wasn’t like the Pharisees who tie 
heavy burdens on a man’s back, but then don’t move a finger to lift those burdens 
themselves (Luke 11:46).  Nor was he, on the other hand, making the burden too easy, by 
removing the hard things the Lord said only to make the message more acceptable to his 
hearers.  He was simply trying to be faithful and truthful, so that he might provide a 
godly example to these men and godly instruction.  As he said to the saints at Philippi, 
“Finally, brethren, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is 
pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there is any excellence and if 
anything worthy of praise, dwell on these things.  The things you have learned and 
received and heard and seen in me, practice these things; and the God of peace shall be 
with you” (4:8-9).  What were the things Paul wanted the Ephesian elders to imitate?  For 



2 

one thing, His humility – he wasn’t seeking to work his way to heaven, as though 
salvation came through works, or to work for a higher position or more visibility in God’s  
kingdom, but was thankful that he could be Christ’s servant, having been saved by His 
grace – his love – he wept for them as he worked hard day and night for three years to 
prepare them to minister to God’s flock and to prepare themselves for judgment – his 
willingness to be persecuted – he endured the attacks of the Jews for his plain preaching 
of the Gospel, and he did not shrink back from solemnly testifying to each one of these 
Ephesians of faith in Christ and repentance from all sin, both publicly and in more private 
settings, of everything that would be profitable for them (not the things which were 
necessarily pleasing, but those which were profitable) – his willingness even to die for 
the truth – he was on his way to Jerusalem knowing that bonds and afflictions awaited 
him, but not knowing whether he would live or die – and his care to be faithful to the 
charge Christ had given him – he didn’t shrink back from declaring the whole counsel of 
God, so that he was innocent of the blood of all men.  In essence, he was saying to them, 
that if any of them should end up being lost, he was not responsible (Louw-Nida).  He 
was faithful to tell them what they needed to know.  That was all God would hold him 
accountable for.  Those who heard were responsible for what they did with that message.   

This morning, I want us to consider the charge Paul gives these elders, having 
instructed and encouraged them through his own example.  First he says, “Be on guard 
for yourselves and for all the flock.”  Now notice they are to guard themselves.  Why?  
Probably because of what Paul says in verse 30, “And from among your own selves men 
will arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after them.”  The fact that 
they were elders didn’t mean that they couldn’t fall away from the truth.  The Lord warns 
us in Jeremiah 17:9, “The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; 
who can understand it?”  Certainly this applies to those who aren’t Christians.  The Bible 
says everyone is born dead in trespass and sin, which means everyone coming into this 
world is completely dead to the things of God and will never embrace Him as He offers 
Himself to them in Christ, unless He first quickens them to life (John 3:3).  But this also 
applies to those who are made alive in Christ.  Every Christian still has sin in his heart, 
the layman and the elder alike, which is why each one of us needs to keep a watch over 
our hearts to make sure they don’t lead us away from God’s truth.  The elder must guard 
himself for his own sake, so that he doesn’t end up shipwrecked with regard to the faith 
(1 Tim. 1:19), but he must also do this for the sake of the flock.  Even one degree off 
course could lead not only him but also God’s flock aground, if the compass of God’s 
Word is not constantly referred to.  The only way for the elder to keep his own soul safe 
is by keeping it according to the Word.  And the only way he can keep God’s people safe 
is by leading them according to that same Word, which is the reason why the whole 
counsel of God must be preached and taught, and not just part of it.   

This is all the more important when we consider the motives that Paul gives them.  
Look first at who gave them this responsibility – it was the Holy Spirit.  He made them 
overseers, guardians, pastors of the flock.  He is the One who fits a man for this office by 
giving him the gifts and by issuing to him the call.  He is the One who empowers the 
elder by indwelling him, so that he can faithfully fulfill his office.  But He is also the One 
who will hold him accountable, who will convict his conscience when he fails and will 
constantly impress upon his mind and heart the fact that the souls of men are at stake.  
This is all the more important when you consider who these people are that he ministers 
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to – they are the church of God, those whom the Lord Jesus purchased with His own 
blood.  They are His sheep, the members of His body, His bride, those whom He loves.  
They are precious in His sight.  Therefore they must also be precious in the eyes of the 
elder.  He must take care that if possible not even one of them perish by guarding them in 
the Word.  But we need to remember that ultimately, the elder can only proclaim God’s 
Word; he can’t force the congregation to walk in it.  The members of the flock are 
responsible to listen to it and to do it, or their blood will be on their own hands.  The elder 
must be careful that he doesn’t become the means to their destruction by shrinking back 
from declaring to them the whole counsel of God.  Jesus gives His elders His Word, and 
He expects them to declare that Word in its fullness.   

Now the elders’ skill and ability in knowing and teaching the Word become even 
more important when we consider what Paul said was on the horizon.  After his 
departure, savage wolves would come in, not sparing the flock.  Even from among their 
own number – perhaps even that of the elders – men would arise, who would pervert the 
truth, in order to gain a following for themselves.  I think we would all be surprised just 
how often this happens in Christ’s church.  Some of these perversions of the truth are 
apparent and others are quite subtle, which is why it is especially important that we have 
qualified men to teach us and to guide us, and why no unworthy man should ever be put 
in this office or allowed to teach in Christ’s church.  What they tell you, what they lead 
you to believe or not to believe will have a profound influence upon your life and 
therefore upon your eternal state.  This is also why we must be very careful what we 
listen to and what we believe.  For our own sakes, we need to be like the Bereans, who 
daily searched the Word of God to see whether the things that even the apostle Paul was 
saying were true (Acts 17:11).  God’s Word is the standard, not what men say.  We must 
believe it only if it is according to the rule of Scripture.   

Paul told these elders that they needed to be on the alert by keeping in the Word 
and in prayer and by keeping a watchful eye.  This was so important to him that he 
admonished them day and night for three years with tears (v. 31).  They must be true to 
this responsibility.  They must guard themselves and the flock, all of whom were bought 
with the precious blood of Christ.  They must persevere in these things so that they might 
present the flock pure and spotless in Christ on the Day of Judgment.  But as Paul said to 
the Corinthians, “Who is adequate for these things?” (2 Cor. 2:16).  The answer is no one.  
This is why Paul says next, “And now I commend you to God.”  What he means is that 
he was committing them to God – he was entrusting them to Him, for He alone could 
give them the grace and strength to do this.  No man is capable of doing this work.  It’s 
far beyond what anyone can accomplish in his own strength.  It’s unlike any other work 
in the world, because the eternal souls of men depend on it.  Only the grace of God which 
was purchased by Jesus Christ and given by His Spirit can ever equip anyone with the 
strength to do it.  But again, when the Lord equips, He doesn’t do so apart from His 
Word.  Paul says, “And now I commend you to God and to the Word of His grace, which 
is able to build you up and to give you the inheritance among all those who are 
sanctified” (v. 32).  The Lord gives us His Spirit to empower us, and His Word to direct 
us.  The Spirit, working through the Word, will show them what to do.  He will build 
them up; He will equip them, through the precepts of the Word.  He will show them the 
way by which they and those to whom they minister will obtain the inheritance – heaven 
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itself.  Yes, it’s a very difficult work, but with the Spirit working in their lives through the 
Word, they will be able to do it.   

Paul admonished these elders to guard themselves and the flock from the dangers 
that were coming by declaring to them the whole counsel of God.  He also committed 
them to God and to the Word of His grace which was able to give them the power and 
instruction to do it.  Lastly, he gives them one more principle from his own example and 
then prays for them.  The principle is that they must not be in this work to gain the things 
of the world, but the things of heaven.  To be successful in this work, they must lay aside 
the things of the world.  Paul tells us, “The love of money is a root of all sorts of evil, and 
some by longing for it have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with 
many griefs” (1 Tim. 6:10).  The elder must be free from covetousness.  Paul tells them 
that he didn’t covet anyone’s silver or gold.  And even though he had the right to make 
his living from the Gospel (1 Cor. 9:14), he labored with his own hands so that he would 
not be a burden to any of them.  Instead of taking, he was constantly giving, just like a 
father works to give to his children.  He gave them everything he had – his time, his gifts, 
and his love, not necessarily because they deserved these things, but because Christ did.  
Christ called Paul to this labor, and out of love for His Lord and Savior, he gave himself 
to it.  He didn’t pursue these things hoping to get anything of the world for himself, but 
that he might give glory to Christ and so be rewarded by Him.  Jesus Himself said, “It is 
more blessed to give than to receive,” a precept we would all do well to keep in mind.  
Christianity is not about what I can get, but what I can give.  It’s not about what the 
Lord’s people can do for me, but what I can do for them in the name of Christ.  As long 
as we have our eyes on ourselves, we’ll never receive God’s blessing.  But once we take 
them off ourselves and put them on the needs of others, especially those outside of Christ, 
we will receive it.  The elder must especially bear this in mind, because the call to be an 
elder is the call to self-sacrifice and labor.  The one who is not willing to give of himself 
in this way must not be called to this office.   

Lastly, we see Paul pray.  After he had finished his admonition to these elders, he 
knelt down and prayed with them all.  Surely a work that was this important needed the 
support that prayer would bring, and so he sought God’s blessing.  This teaches us two 
things:  first, that we ought to be praying for our elders, because they can’t do this work 
apart from God’s strength.  But it also teaches us again that elders must be men of prayer, 
for they will never be able to be faithful to this call, unless they have God’s help for 
themselves and unless they seek God’s help for His flock.   

Brethren, the men you call to the office of elder must be men of the Word and 
men of prayer.  They must be those who are willing to declare to you the whole counsel 
of God, even if it means they must suffer for it.  They must be humble men, who are in 
this work for God’s glory, for His gain, and not their own.  They must be men who love 
God and who love you enough to faithfully minister to you everything that will be 
profitable for you to know.  And they must be men of prayer, who are willing to pray for 
you, not only in their closets, but also in the public meetings of the church.  Pray that God 
would make your elders men like this, and pray that He would raise up even more men 
like this to do His work among us.  Amen.   


