
© Daniel D. Meyer / Christ Church of Oak Brook / 6-21-09 1 
 

 
 
 

THE BUCKET LIST 
Paul’s Final Days 

The Storyline (Part 30) 

Texts: Acts 20-23, 27-28; Ephesians 1-6; 2 Timothy 1-4 
 

Finishing Well 
 
Last week, Greg Ogden did a wonderful job of walking us through the amazing 
ministry and message of the man we know as the Apostle Paul.  Other than 
Jesus himself, no person figures more prominently in the expansion of early 
Christianity than this one-tim-e Pharisee and persecutor whom God transformed 
into the greatest missionary of the early church. It was through the beliefs and 
bravery of the Apostle Paul that God set off the expansion of Christianity from a 
small sect within Palestinian Judaism to a faith that would reach all around the 
world. 
 
Today I want to look with you at the FINAL days of Paul’s life and what they 
have to teach us.  I want to speak especially to the MEN in our circle, because it 
may be those of us who are fathers and mentors of others to which Paul’s 
example speaks most directly.  Let me be clear that this message, however, has 
applications for all of us who want to be part of the continuing movement of 
God’s redeeming grace in this world.  It’s a message for every one of us who 
wants to get to the end of our journey in this life and know – that even if we 
made mistakes along the way, even if we had some parts of our life we wish we 
could go back and do over – we finished well. 
 
That’s what Paul wanted to do.  When we meet him in Acts chapter 20 today, it 
is now about 58 A.D., and Paul can see the end of his life’s track ahead.  The 
campaign against Christianity in the surrounding culture is rising toward a fever 
pitch.  Within seven years, Peter will be crucified and Paul will be arrested for the 
final time, his earthly voice silenced by a Roman executioner’s axe.  But Paul is 
not slowing down.  We never hear him saying anything like you sometimes hear 
people say: “You know, I taught Sunday school or worked in the youth ministry 
back in the day, but that’s for other people now… I did what I could with my 
kids… I put in my time as a volunteer… but that time of influence is past.”  We 
never hear the Apostle Paul say anything that even remotely suggests he’s 
thinking about retiring from his mission as a disciple of Jesus Christ.   
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And that strikes me as pretty amazing. As Greg pointed out last week, Paul 
travelled nearly 7000 miles without benefit of a car or airplane.  He planted 
dozens of churches.  He shared the gospel with thousands of people.  He 
endured staggering hardships.  Who’d have blamed him for saying: “Hey, I’ve 
worked hard.  Let me put my feet up for the next seven years.  Let me catch up 
on my hobbies and work on my short game.”  But, instead, as he sets off on his 
Third Missionary Journey, this is what Acts 20:24 records was on the mind of the 
Father of the Early Church: “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.”  
 
Have any of you seen the movie, THE BUCKET LIST?  It’s a wonderful film 
starring Jack Nicholson and Morgan Freeman as these two very different guys, 
both with terminal cancer, who are thrown together in the final days of life. They 
decide that there are some things they really want to do before they kick the 
bucket.  And so they make a list.  They decide to go sky-diving and to climb the 
Pyramids.  They go on a lion safari and drive a race-car.  They have all kinds of 
other adventures and, along the way, learn about the simple things that matter 
most.  The DVD makes a great Father’s Day gift, if you’re still looking.  I promise 
that I get no kick-backs! 
 
More seriously though, have you got a Bucket List?  Are there some things – 
maybe some pretty hairy ones – that you want to complete before you finish the 
race?  The Father of the Early Church clearly had one.  I don’t know whether 
Paul kept a literal list, but there were very obviously certain things that he was 
absolutely bent on doing before his time was up – and all of them fell 
underneath this one headline: “Testifying to the gospel [the good news] of 
God’s grace.”  Paul believed that the greatest thing he could do with the time 
he had left was to fulfill the command of Jesus and help more people discover 
and experience the wonders of God’s grace. 

 
Paul’s Bucket List 

 
And so Paul set out on the final days of his journey.  The FIRST thing on his list 
was this: “I want to encourage my family not to give up trying to follow Christ’s 
way.”  Paul completely understood something that gets downplayed in many 
Christian circles today: It is hard to live the Christian life.  It takes courage and 
resolve and self-discipline to live by the ethics and example of Jesus.   And so, in 
Acts 20:1 we read: “Paul sent for the disciples and, after ENCOURAGING 
them, said good-by and set out for Macedonia. 2 He traveled through 
that area, speaking many words of ENCOURAGEMENT to the people.”    
 
There’s this wonderful little story in Acts 20 where Paul is in the city of Troas, 
encouraging the believers there.  Because he knows his time is short, he “kept 
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on talking until midnight.”  A young man named Eutychus is sitting in a 
window frame, but because Paul is talking “on and on,” he nods off, tumbles 
out of the window, falls three stories to the ground, and is apparently killed.  
This is why church sanctuaries are always on the ground floor now!  You might 
imagine Paul saying: “Serves the kid right.”  But he doesn’t. Instead, Paul rushes 
downstairs and raises the boy up again.  Paul gets that hanging in there with the 
teaching and living daily for Christ is challenging business – especially when 
you’re young.   
 
Sure, there are times when somebody needs to be whacked up-side the head or 
a bit lower for falling down on the job.  As Paul says in 2 Timothy 4:2, the 
biblical concept of encouragement isn’t all about comforting and assuring people.  
At times, it has to include correcting and rebuking people, but always (says Paul) 
“with great patience and careful instruction.”  It’s this balanced tone we 
hear so often when Paul speaks to his spiritual son, Timothy: “I remind you to 
fan into flame the gift of God, which is in you… For God did not give us 
a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline” 
(2 Tim 1:6-7).  “Be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim 2:1). 
“Continue in what you have learned” (2 Tim 3:14). ”The Lord be with 
your spirit. Grace be with you” (2 Tim 4:22).  Do you hear the positive, 
hopeful, encouraging tone here?  At the top of our Bucket List as Christians is 
this passion to encourage people toward a deeper reception of and response to 
the grace and truth of God; but that encouragement comes best when it is filled 
with grace and not simply judgment. 
 
As near as I can figure it out, the SECOND thing on Paul’s Bucket List was this 
ambition: Before I die, “I want to pray faithfully and fervently for the grace of 
God to fill up the members of my family.”  Nowhere is that commitment more 
beautifully expressed than in the prayer Paul offers for his spiritual sons and 
daughters in the Ephesian Church.  I write this citation at the bottom of every 
baptismal certificate I sign and pray this prayer more often than any other I offer 
on behalf of my kids and the children of this church.   
 
Paul says: 14 For this reason I kneel before the Father, 15 from whom his 
whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name. 16 I pray that out 
of his glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his 
Spirit in your inner being, 17 so that Christ may dwell in your hearts 
through faith. In other words, I pray that Christ will come to live more and 
more within you.  And I pray that you, being rooted and established in 
love, 18 may have power, together with all the saints, to grasp how 
wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 19 and to know 
this love that surpasses knowledge--that you may be filled to the 
measure of all the fullness of God. In other words, I pray that you’ll come to 
know that Christ’s love is the greatest power of all, and that he will fill you up 
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and overflow you with it.  20 Now to him who is able to do immeasurably 
more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work 
within us, 21 to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus 
throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen. In other words, I 
pray that Christ will do in you, and for you, and through you, what I cannot, no 
matter how good a parent, or friend, or disciple I am. 
 
From start to finish as a disciple – but especially in his final days – Paul prayed 
faithfully and fervently for his family.  He believed that nothing could replace 
asking God to do in others what he could not do in them and for them by his 
own power (Eph 1:16-19; 2 Tim 1:3).  Paul not only prayed for his family; he 
asked his family to pray for one another and for him (Eph 6:18-20).  The key 
point is that prayer wasn’t occasional or perfunctory for Paul.  It was his main 
strategy for seeing God’s grace fill his family.  Prayer was one of the biggest 
treasures Paul sought to put in his bucket. 
 
When we study the life of Paul in his final days, it’s clear that were a few other 
big items on his list. One of Paul’s highest priorities was obviously this: “I want to 
equip my family for the spiritual battle they face.” I want my loved ones to see 
that the greatest struggle going on today isn’t economic, political, or social, but 
spiritual.  It’s at the level of the soul that we either win or lose the battle for real 
health and hope (Eph 6:12-13).  Therefore, says Paul, I want to help them put 
on the “armor of God” so they can stand their ground against all the evils that 
threaten them. My priority is to model and teach for my family how the truth, 
righteousness, peace, faith, salvation, and Spirit of God has enabled me to stand 
strong against all that has tried to bedevil my soul. 
 
In his final days, Paul also made a renewed effort to underline the importance of 
knowing and using the Word of God. “I want to show my family the value of the 
Bible,” he declares.  My goal is to help them see how crucial it is to know the 
Scriptures, because these God-breathed words are so useful for teaching truth, 
rebuking wrong, correcting error, and training us in righteousness.  If we 
can get our kids steeped in the holy Scriptures from childhood on, then they’re 
going to be equipped not just to survive the spiritual battle but to advance the 
good work of the kingdom that so needs doing (2 Tim 3:14-17).  
 
There was, however, one more passionate interest on Paul’s list that was so 
pervasive it almost blends into the background and doesn’t get noticed.   Paul 
obviously thought: “I want to write all of this down, so that my family will have 
this witness when I’m gone.”  And so he did.  Without a word-processor… By 
candlelight with a feather quill… While locked up sometimes in a dark dank 
prison… By dictating to a helper once his eyes had grown too dim to even see 
the words forming on the page… Paul painstakingly penned in his final days the 
colossal Book of Romans, the brilliant letters to the Colossians, the Ephesians, 
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and the Philippians, and the pastoral epistles to Philemon, Titus, and Timothy.  
Why not just talk about the faith?  Why take such trouble to write down his 
story, to record his theology, to inscribe his counsel?   Paul answers the question 
in these words: So that “in reading this [my family] you will be able to 
understand my insight into the mystery of Christ” (Eph 3:4).  

 
Your Bucket List 

 
The question I want to ask you this morning, fellow fathers and grandfathers 
and disciples of every kind, is what are you focusing on as you finish your race?  
One day, all of us are going to kick the bucket. No one gets a pass on that.  So 
what do we want to complete before your journey here is done?  All around us 
are voices that tell us that our focus ought to be on amassing more experiences, 
acquiring more assets.  But that’s not what the greatest story ever told tells us 
finally lasts.  In the end, life is not about what gets poured into the bucket, but 
what gets poured out to water the life of others.  So what’s it going to be for you 
or me? 
 
What if Paul’s list became our list?  What if we renewed our commitment today 
or made a commitment for the very first time that we’re going to do everything 
possible to ENCOURAGE the people we influence to follow the way of Christ?  
What if we resolved we’re going to PRAY faithfully and fervently for the grace of 
God to fill up our family members?  What if set out afresh to EQUIP ourselves 
and our loved ones to win the spiritual battle?  What if we READ the Bible every 
day and shared with others the difference that was making?  What if sometime 
this week we took time to WRITE a letter that told somebody in our family who 
we believe has saved us, how we are being saved daily, and what we look 
forward to when the Savior finally fills the earth and us with the splendor of his 
glory?   
 
Maybe no one would ever make a movie about those choices.  Maybe we 
wouldn’t care, because we would have left a lasting legacy, been part of the 
amazing story, of the grace of God poured out and flowing toward that day we’ll 
explore next week, when Christ makes all things new.  
 
 

This message was provided by Christ Church of Oak Brook and 
Love Changes Life, the broadcast ministry at Christ Church of Oak Brook.  

 


