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TEXT  

Acts 20:17-38
17Now from Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called the elders of the 
church to come to him. 18And when they came to him, he said to 

them:   "You yourselves know how I lived among you the whole time from 
the first day that I set foot in Asia, 19serving the Lord with all humility and 
with tears and with trials that happened to me through the plots of the 
Jews; 20how I did not shrink from declaring to you anything that was 
profitable, and teaching you in public and from house to house, 
21testifying both to Jews and to Greeks of repentance toward God and of 
faith in our Lord Jesus Christ. 22And now, behold, I am going to 
Jerusalem, constrained by the Spirit, not knowing what will happen to me 
there, 23except that the Holy Spirit testifies to me in every city that 
imprisonment and afflictions await me. 24But I do not account my life of 
any value nor as precious to myself, if only I may finish my course and the 
ministry that I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the 
grace of God. 25And now, behold, I know that none of you among whom I 
have gone about proclaiming the kingdom will see my face again. 
26Therefore I testify to you this day that I am innocent of the blood of all 
of you, 27for I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole counsel of 
God. 28Pay 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, which 
he obtained with his own blood. 29I know that after my departure fierce 
wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; 30and from among 
your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away the 
disciples after them. 31Therefore be alert, remembering that for three years 
I did not cease night or day to admonish everyone with tears. 32And now I 
commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which is able to build 
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you up and to give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified. 
33I coveted no one’s silver or gold or apparel. 34You yourselves know that 

these hands ministered to my necessities and to those who were 
with me. 35In all things I have shown you that by working hard 
in this way we must help the weak and remember the words of 
the Lord Jesus, how he himself said, 'It is more blessed to give 
than to receive.'"
 36And when he had said these things, he knelt down and prayed 
with them all. 37And there was much weeping on the part of all; 
they embraced Paul and kissed him, 38being sorrowful most of all 
because of the word he had spoken, that they would not see his 
face again. And they accompanied him to the ship.
Matthew 25:21

21His master said to him, 'Well done, good and faithful servant.  
You have been faithful over a little; I will set you over much. Enter into 
the joy of your master.'

It is not unheard of for people to leave behind unfinished work after their 
death.  Can you think of any famous pieces of unfinished work?  A 
painting?  A novel?  A bridge or building?  Schubert, Tchaikovsky, and 
Borodin left behind unfinished symphonies.  Hemingway, Twain, and Tolkien 
left behind unfinished novels.  

If you’re one of those people who did not like having to read Charles 
Dickens, you’ll be glad to know you were spared from having to read one 
of his novels because he didn’t finish it.  Fans of actor Heath Ledger, who 
died at the age of 28, would say that his life’s work as an actor was cut 
short and left unfinished, leaving us to wonder what he might yet have 
accomplished.

Would St. Paul’s work be left unfinished?  He confided to the elders, the 
pastors of Ephesus that he would not be coming back to Ephesus.  As he 
was about to return to Jerusalem he told them:  Now I know that none 
of you among whom I have gone about preaching the kingdom will ever 
see me again.  What would become of the congregations Paul had started 
in the city of Ephesus?  What would become of his work after he was 
gone? 
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That’s what Paul wanted to talk about with these pastors. So important 
was this that Paul had sent for them to meet him at the port of 

Miletus, a thirty-mile walk from Ephesus. So that he could tell 
them this:  Keep watch over the flock of which the Holy Spirit 
has made you overseers, pastors.  Be shepherds, be pastors of 
the church of God, which He bought with His own blood. 

These pastors, whom Paul had appointed by the authority of the 
Holy Spirit, were to continue Paul’s work, so that it would not 
go unfinished.  These pastors were to provide pastoral care to 
the congregations Paul had started in Ephesus.  Because pastoral 
care must continue.  The work of pastors must go on.  And not 
merely ministry.  Not just the feeding of the flock with the green 

pastures and still waters of Word and Sacraments.  

But also the leading of the flock must continue. Paul directs pastors to be 
shepherds, verse 28, to keep watch over the flock, verse 28, to be on their 
guard, verse 31, to proclaim the whole will of God, verse 27. The pastoral, 
shepherding work begun by the Good Shepherd, Jesus and carried on by 
Paul and the other apostles must continue.

For, the devil continues to try to stop congregations, including ours, in 
order to leave the work of Christ and His apostles unfinished.  It’s the 
devil who is behind the false teachers who, like savage wolves, try to enter 
the flock and distort the truth.  It’s the devil who makes pastors and 
congregations feel weary, so tired, that we would despair of finishing the 
race, that we would despair of fighting the good fight, that we would 
despair of completing the work the Lord has given us to do.  

It’s the devil who tempts pastors to distrust their congregations and 
congregations to distrust their pastors.  It’s the devil who is behind the 
rejection of the Gospel, of which Paul was about to get another taste, 
though, as he says here (verse 22), he did not know what was about to 
happen to him. I am going to Jerusalem not knowing what will happen to 
me there. And we don’t know either.  We don’t know what rejection of 
the Gospel we will have to face as pastor and congregation. 
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But Jesus knew all that He would face as He journeyed to the cross.  And 
it didn’t scare Him off.  As Jesus made His way to Jerusalem, He knew 

what was going to happen to Him there.  And still He considered 
you to be worth it.  He considered the battle He’d have to 
fight with the devil, with the devil’s temptations, to be worth it.  

He was tempted to stop His work instead of finishing it.  He 
was tempted to join Pontius Pilate in giving the truth a cynical 
grin. He was tempted to distrust God and His will.  In the giving 
of His life for us, He faced the destroyer, who comes to steal, 
slaughter, and destroy the flock of God.  He faced the destroyer’s 
temptations, and He answered the devil for all of us. Jesus said 
NO for all of us.

And we’re glad He did, because we’re pretty sure we would not 
have. 

Now that NO is still ringing in the devil’s ears.  He can’t get it out 
of his head. It’s gotten to where the devil expects to hear NO whenever 
he comes prowling around.  He’s like the salesman who’s down on his 
luck.  Who almost half expects to be hung up on every time he makes a 
sales call.  

He’s desperate, because he’s defeated.  By Jesus.  

By that Word of grace dripping with the saving blood of Christ that will 
give Jesus the authority to say to one after another those words that 
twist the knife deeper in the devil, those words that drive him mad:  Well 
done, Thou good and faithful servant. 

Words made possible by the word of grace which, Paul says, can build you 
up and give you an inheritance among all those who are sanctified. The 
word of grace that made apostles. The word of grace that makes pastors. 
The word of grace that tells of Satan’s defeat by Jesus at the cross that 
rings in the devil’s ears, but to our ears it is the distant triumph song.  
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That makes the hearts of pastors and congregations brave again and our 
arms strong.  So that the work may continue.  

The life’s work of singer Karen Carpenter was cut short by the 
damage that anorexia had done to her heart. She left behind 
unfinished work, including a Barry Manilow song she’d worked 
on eight years before her death: Trying to Get That Feeling 
Again.  Years later when her brother Richard was remixing some 
of the Carpenters’ music, he came across a work lead or 
rehearsal recording of that song. T he recording had been 
misplaced. He put that song on a new album of Karen’s songs, 
twelve years after her death.  There’s a place in the recording 
where you can actually hear Karen turn the page of the sheet 
music (1:50 into the song).  It’s as if her work was continuing. 

But our work, the work of congregations does continue, because Jesus 
has made possible that word of grace that builds congregations and makes 
pastors so that His flock may be shepherded. 

Amen
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