
SAY I NG GO OD-BY E
Life is punctuated by partings. Some are temporary, some permanent. 
Many are tearful. Children leave the family nest for college or simply 
to be on their own. A spouse drives away on a business trip or to a 
conference. A soldier goes off to war. Friends move away. A pastor retires 
or takes a call to a new congregation. A family gathers for a funeral 
service. Meaningful moments all!

Because partings bring a host of emotions to the surface, a person’s 
final words often leave a lasting impression. Genesis 49 records Jacob’s 
blessing of his sons just before his death. Washington’s farewell address 
was printed in nearly every American newspaper and was widely read. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s cellmates recall that he said, as he was taken out 
to be hanged, “This is the end, but for me the beginning of life.” Some of 
us can recall a pastor’s final sermon or the parting words of love from a 
dying parent. Those moments, those words have a deep impact on us.

Paul’s farewell to the Ephesian elders made an impression on them 
and on his companions. His speech to them was a fitting conclusion to 
his mission journeys, and a dramatic prelude to his arrest, trials, and 
harrowing voyage to Rome. His talk that day provides not merely a 
summary of facts about his ministry, but a glimpse of the very human 
emotions that attended this man and the people whose lives he touched. 
In this lesson, we will take our place among the listeners at that 
memorable parting on the beach at Miletus.
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GR EECE R E-V ISI T ED 
acts 20:1–6
These few verses provide the briefest 
account of an extended ministry in all of 
Acts. Events that may have taken as long 
as a year (says Richard Longenecker) are 
highly compacted here. The story must be 
filled in by reference to Paul’s letters (2 
Corinthians and Romans) written during 
this time.

After his three-year stay in Ephesus, Paul 
traveled north to Troas, hoping to find Titus, 
whom he had earlier sent to Corinth. The 
missionary had a pastor’s heart. He was 
troubled about conditions there, anxious 
to deal with individuals who were harshly 
critical of him and with a congregation 
beset by a score of problems (factions, 
lawsuits, sexual conduct, the role of 
spiritual gifts and more): “when we came 
into Macedonia… we were afflicted at 
every turn — fighting without and fear 
within” (2 Cor. 7:5). He was making his way 
to Corinth when he was at last reunited 
with Titus, who shared good news about 
the church at Corinth that brought him a 
measure of peace: “But God, who comforts 
the downcast, comforted us by the coming 
of Titus... he told us of your longing, your 
mourning, your zeal for me, so that I 
rejoiced” (2 Cor. 7:6–7).

Thus freed from his anxiety, Paul spent an 
unspecified amount of time in Macedonia, 
perhaps dispatching Titus northwest to 
Dalmatia (2 Tim. 4:10) while he himself 
traveled into Illyricum (Rom. 15:19), a 

region known later as Yugoslavia. Finally 
he made his way back to Corinth where he 
spent three months, probably during winter 
of AD 56. All the while he was tending 
his pet project, the offering for relief of 
the saints in Jerusalem (2 Cor. 8–9; Rom. 
15:25–32 and elsewhere), something he 
felt would serve to strengthen the bond 
between Jewish and Gentile Christians.

Desiring to bring that offering in person 
to the church in Jerusalem, he began 
the return journey through Macedonia, 
accompanied by seven men who were 
delegated by their congregations (2 Cor. 
8:23) to bring their respective contributions 
to Jerusalem. These included Sopater 
of Berea, Aristarchus and Secundus of 
Thessalonica, Gaius of Derbe, Timothy of 
Lystra, and Tychicus and Trophimus from 
“Asia” (v. 4). Luke also joined the group at 
Philippi (vv. 5–6) and may have been the 
bearer of that congregation’s offering. He 
was with Paul from this point on to the end 
of Acts.

Paul was still an observant Jew. Since 
he could not get to Jerusalem in time for 
Passover, “the days of Unleavened Bread” 
(v. 6) which fell in mid-April, he took time 
to celebrate the feast in Philippi and then 
made the voyage to Troas, which was 
evidently a difficult crossing, taking five 
days this time instead of the two days 
earlier (see 16:11). The group stayed for a 
week before continuing the journey.
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T H E R A ISI NG OF EU T YCHUS 
acts 20:7–12
It may be that the group lingered in Troas in order 
to participate in the weekly worship gathering 
there. Now that Luke is an eyewitness, the story 
is again replete with fascinating detail. From here 
on in Acts, we will hear much about ports of call, 
stopovers, and stories that read almost like a 
travel journal. This section provides us with one 
of the earliest accounts of a Christian worship 
service in the infant church.

By this time most Christian worship gatherings 
were no longer on the Sabbath, but on “the 
first day of the week” (v. 7 — hints of this 
also in 1 Cor. 16:2 and Rev. 1:10), doubtless in 
remembrance of the resurrection on that day. This 
passage is the earliest unambiguous evidence 
we have of believers gathering on Sundays. The 
service here described obviously took place in 
the evening, for Paul “prolonged his speech until 
midnight” (v. 7). There remains some uncertainty 
about whether the service began at sundown 
on Saturday night (as would be the Jewish 
understanding of when “Sunday” began) or on 
Sunday night. Evening, say some commentators, 
might have been the preferred time since many of 
the early Christians were likely slaves and slaves 
could only be free from work obligations at night.

The place of meeting, says Luke, was yet another 
“upper room,” as had previously been the case in 
Acts (1:13), a detail that will soon be important! 
The purpose of the gathering was to “break 
bread,” a term that normally refers to the Lord’s 
Supper (see 2:42, also 1 Cor. 10:16–17 and 
11:17–34 and cf. Luke 24:35). The sacrament 
was either during or immediately after an “agape 
(love) meal,” a full meal to which all who were 
able contributed. Paul’s address to the people 
was not so much what we’d call a sermon as a 
prolonged discussion with them (Greek dielegeto, 
which gives us the English word “dialogue”).

Luke turns his attention to a “young man named 
Eutychus” (v. 9), a name that means “fortunate.” 
Unfortunately, Eutychus fell asleep as Paul went on 
and on that night — not the last person who would 
go to sleep in church! He happened to be perched 
in a windowsill, perhaps because he needed 
some fresh air with the “many lamps” burning. 
Suddenly he fell “from the third story and was 
taken up dead.” In light of what Paul says later, 
“Don’t be alarmed… he’s alive” (v. 10 NIV), there 
continues to be debate about whether he actually 
died or simply appeared that way to the startled 
worshippers. Paul himself went down and “bent 
over him” and took him up in his arms. His dealing 
with Eutychus, though more briefly told, so clearly 
parallels the resuscitations by Elijah (1 Kings 
17:17–23) and Elisha (2 Kings 4:18–37), says 
Robert Smith, that Luke seems to suggest a raising 
from death. By this time, everyone was both wide 
awake and “not a little comforted” (v. 12) at this 
happy turn. A midnight meal (v. 11) and more 
conversation followed until “daybreak.”

H A ST EN I NG TO JERUSA LE M 
acts 20:13–16
Now Paul made all haste to get to Jerusalem in 
time for the other great feast still to come — the 
Feast of Pentecost — little more than a month 
away. The mission party boarded a ship for the 
40-mile voyage around Cape Lectum to Assos, 
while Paul chose to walk the shorter (20 miles) 
and more direct overland route, possibly to have 
time alone with God. He rejoined his colleagues in 
Assos, from whence they sailed to Mitylene and 
then further south past Chios to Samos and finally 
to Miletus, an ancient port thirty miles on a direct 
line south of Ephesus. Paul had decided not to 
spend time in Asia, for he was “hastening to be at 
Jerusalem, if possible, on the day of Pentecost” 
(v. 16). Richard Longenecker comments that “he 
evidently had preferred to forego the emotional 
strain of another parting with the entire Ephesian 
church and to avoid (possibly) some local danger.”
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PAU L’S T E A R FU L FA R EW ELL 
acts 20:17–38
“Now from Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called the elders of the church to come to him” (v. 17). 
Since their ship likely had to load and unload cargo in Miletus, there was time to dispatch a 
messenger and for the elders to make the trip (by coast road considerably more than 30 miles) 
over land to see him. The absence of cell phones and automobiles made this a much larger 
undertaking than it would be for us now!

What follows now is Paul’s only recorded speech to a purely Christian audience in Acts. It 
contains a number of themes we encounter in his letters such as “grace” (as in the salutations 
of all his letters), “faith” (Rom. 3:28; Eph. 2:8–9; Phil. 3:9), “inheritance” (Gal 3:18; Col. 3:24), 
“sanctified” (Rom. 15:16; 1 Thess. 5:23), and more. This speech to the Ephesian elders, in fact, 
reads like a miniature Pauline epistle! It has four main parts, each introduced with a “formula” 
phrase, as follows:

Part One (vv. 18–21) – introduced by “You yourselves know” — 
a review of Paul’s past ministry resembling 1 Thess. 2:1–12.

Part Two (vv. 22–24) – introduced by “And now, behold” — 
a description of his coming trip to Jerusalem and what he expects there.

Part Three (vv. 25–31) – introduced by “And now, behold” — 
a look into the future of Paul himself and the church in Ephesus.

Part Four (vv. 32–35) – introduced by “And now” — 
a blessing and final exhortation, quoting Jesus.

PART ONE is a defense of his ministry approach in light of criticism from Jewish opponents. He 
reminds the elders that his ministry among them began with “humility and… tears and… trials” 
through the “plots” of those Jews (v. 19). His ministry approach was “teaching you in public and 
from house to house” (v. 20). His message, in summary, was “repentance toward God and… faith 
in our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 21). He later speaks of how “God… obtained [the church] with his 
own blood” (v. 28), a very clear pronouncement of the deity of Christ (cf. Rom. 9:5). Was anything 
missing, as his opponents might allege? No, for “I did not shrink from declaring to you anything 
that was profitable” (v. 20). His was a message wholly sufficient for their salvation.

PART TWO explains to the elders what lies immediately ahead. “I am going to Jerusalem, 
constrained by the Spirit” (v. 22). Curiously, the same Holy Spirit who is constraining him to go 
is at the same time warning him “that imprisonment and afflictions await me” (v. 23). It is a 
testimony to Paul’s courageous obedience to God in the face of certain trouble. Would we be so 
willing to head into danger if God made it clear what lay ahead? Paul speaks, truly, like a man 
with a “magnificent obsession,” like a runner with a single-minded focus to “finish my course” 
(cf. 2 Tim. 4:7) no matter what the cost. It is the message, not the messenger, that matters: “I do 
not account my life of any value” (v. 24).
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PART THREE reads like a prophecy in 
which Paul unfolds what lies ahead for 
himself and the church in Ephesus. “I know 
that none of you… will see my face again” 
(v. 25). Was this expressing his conviction 
that he would be martyred, as some think, 
or was it anticipating his determination to 
begin a new mission to the west of Rome, 
all the way to Spain (Rom. 15:23–29), as 
others think? In either case, he was telling 
them that he felt free of further responsibility 
because he had done all that he could do. “I 
did my job,” he tells them in effect, “now you 
do yours!”

The elders in Ephesus have a clear 
assignment: “Pay careful attention to 
yourselves and to all the flock, in which the 
Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to care 
for the church of God” (v. 28). It remains 
an excellent summary of the task of every 
pastor or bishop in the church today. Their 
task will be to remain “alert” (v. 31), because 
they will face persecutions from outside 
(“fierce wolves”) and apostasy from within: 
“From among your own selves will arise men 
speaking twisted things, to draw away the 
disciples after them” (v. 30). Interestingly, 
the letter to the church in Ephesus (Rev. 
2:1–7) contains the Lord’s sad description 
of what happened there later on: “you have 
abandoned the love you had at first.”

PART FOUR is Paul’s final word of blessing 
(v. 32 — “I commend you to God and the 
word of his grace”) and exhortation based 
on his own example (v. 35 — “I have shown 
you that by working hard in this way we 
must help the weak”). The words of Jesus 
cited here — “it is more blessed to give than 

to receive” — appear in none of the four 
Gospels, though they bear some resemblance 
to the words in Luke 6:38 (“give, and it will 
be given to you”).

In our day, pastors are often asked to 
furnish a self-evaluation that can be used 
to introduce them to a calling congregation. 
This speech demonstrates how Paul might 
have done that task. Which pastor would 
not find a rich reminder here of the need 
for humility (v. 19), hard work (v. 35), 
boldness (vv. 20, 27), attentive spiritual care 
for people (v. 28), and selfless generosity 
(vv. 33–35). He did not shrink from using 
himself as a “role model.” We would do well 
to imitate him!

Striking is the open admission of and display 
of emotion by both Paul and his listeners 
that day. From the opening words about 
his service “with tears” (v. 19), through 
his impassioned prediction about the 
“afflictions” awaiting him and the “wolves” 
about to attack his people, to the final 
heart-rending description of how he “knelt 
down and prayed with them all” there on 
the beach, we find ourselves moved to join 
the “weeping” that day. We have known the 
sorrow that we might not see a beloved face 
again, and the embraces and kisses that flow 
from hearts that have known those blessed 
“ties that bind our hearts in Christian love”!

Such farewells must come. But we do not 
shrink from them, for we await the day when 
all tears shall be wiped away, and we hear 
our Lord say to us: “Well done, good and 
faithful servant… enter into the joy of your 
master” (Matt 25:23).
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 21:1–36

Lord God, go before me in times of uncertainty or danger, and grant me Your strengthening presence, 
so that I may serve You fearlessly. Bless my study of Your Word to that end, for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

Review
1. Explain the purposes Paul had in returning from his mission journey to Jerusalem.

2. What does this chapter reveal about early Christian worship?

3. What, for you, was the most memorable part of Paul’s farewell address?

Acts 21:1–16
4. Track this final part of the journey to Jerusalem on a map.
5. What detail in v. 4 replays the story of Jesus and His disciples?

6. When we met Philip in Chapter 6, he might have been called “Philip the .”

 Here in v. 8 he is called “Philip the .” 
What are we told about his daughters? (cf. 1 Cor. 11:5 NIV)

7. For a second time we meet Agabus (see 11:27–29 for his earlier prophecy). How does he deliver his 
message here?

 How is it similar to the message of Jeremiah in Jer. 19:1–11?

8. Had you been present to hear Agabus, what would you have advised Paul to do? Do you think his reaction 
was courageous… or reckless?

9. Have you ever made a big decision against the advice of people you loved and trusted? If so, what was the 
result?

Acts 21:17–26
10. What pressure do James and other leaders face as Paul arrives? How do they describe the status of the 

“believing Jews” (Jewish Christians!)? What is the charge they anticipate those people making against Paul?
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11. What course of action does James advocate in vv. 23–24?

12. What does Paul do (or refrain from doing) in the following passages about “being a Jew”?

 Acts 18:18

 1 Cor. 9:20–21

 Acts 16:3

 Gal. 2:3

 How would you summarize Paul’s principles in the “law versus freedom” debate running through the New 
Testament?

13. Paul faces another decision here in Jerusalem — whether to harden or to bend. What does he choose? Why 
do you think he decides as he does?

14. Where do you personally “draw the line” in deciding when to take a stand? Over what contemporary issue 
are you most likely to do that?

15. To understand the head-shaving, the sacrifice, and the seven days, read Numbers 6:1–20 (directions for the 
Nazirite vow). What do you learn?

Acts 21:27–36
16. Who are Paul’s accusers in vv. 27ff.? Are they the same people James and other leaders warn Paul about in 

vv. 20–21? What’s the accusation? (Note verse 29!)

17. Have you ever been falsely accused of anything? Who did it, and why?

18. How is Paul “rescued” and by whom? (For the identity of his rescuer, see 23:26.)

19. “Away with him!” is the cry of the crowd. Compare this scene with Luke 23:18; John 19:15.

20. Where are the strongest voices of criticism raised against the church today?

Memory Challenge

ACTS 21:13 “What are you doing, weeping and breaking my heart? For I am ready not only to be 
imprisoned but even to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus.”
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