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CHAPTER 1

An Extraordinary Meeting

Now from Miletus he sent to Ephesus and called the elders  

of the church to come to him. And when they came to him,  

he said to them: “You yourselves know how I lived among  

\RX�WKH�ZKROH�WLPH�IURP�WKH�UVW�GD\�WKDW� 
I set foot in Asia.” (Acts 20:17–18)

God has given us a special gift in Paul’s farewell message to the  
Ephesian elders. Acts 20 is a pastoral charge given by one of 

the greatest leaders and teachers to ever grace the Church of Jesus 
Christ—the apostle Paul. Timothy Keller’s assessment of Paul’s place 
in history bears repeating: 

I think it would be hard to disagree with the view that he  
LV� RQH� RI� WKH� VL[� RU� VHYHQ� PRVW� LQXHQWLDO� OHDGHUV� LQ� WKH�  
KLVWRU\� RI� WKH� KXPDQ� UDFH�� 2QH� RI� WKH� PRVW� LQXHQWLDO�  

people in history.¹ 

Paul’s message, recorded by Luke two thousand years ago, is as rele-
YDQW�WRGD\�DV�ZKHQ�LW�ZDV�UVW�GHOLYHUHG��There is really nothing else 
in the New Testament comparable to this passage. It is the only place 
in the New Testament in which Paul directly speaks to the church’s  
 



1110 1110

ACTS 20: FIERCE WOLVES ARE COMING; GUARD THE FLOCK An Extraordinary Meeting

HOGHUV�� JLYLQJ� WKHP� WKHLU� �QDO�PDUFKLQJ RUGHUV�� $V� 3DXOȆV� SDUWLQJ�
message, it has special importance and requires our full attention. 

PAUL’S MINISTRY IN EPHESUS

Paul labored as a missionary in the city of Ephesus for three years  
(AD 52–55). Ephesus was the third largest city in the eastern  
part of the Roman empire, after Alexandria of Egypt and Antioch  
of Syria. These years proved to be some of his most fruitful in gospel  
ministry. Luke comments that “all of the residents of Asia heard the  
word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks” (Acts 19:10). But these  
were also some of the most trying years of Paul’s life because he had 
many adversaries. 
 Ephesus soon became a prominent epicenter of early Christian-
ity, next to Jerusalem, Antioch, and Rome. In Ephesus, Paul worked 
with a group of church leaders called “elders” or “overseers.” He 
knew these men intimately, and they knew him. They were co- 
laborers together in gospel and pastoral ministry. 
 Initially, when Paul left Ephesus heading west to revisit his 
churches in Macedonia and Achaia, he had left the church in the 
capable hands of the Ephesian elders. At the time of their Miletus 
reunion (Spring, AD 57), Paul had been absent from Ephesus for over 
a year and a half. 
 After completing his work in the west, Paul headed east to Jerusa-
lem. On the long journey, his ship stopped at the port city of Miletus. 
From there, Paul sent a message to Ephesus, summoning the elders 
of the church to come to him in Miletus for an urgent farewell meet-
ing (Acts 20:17). Miletus was about 62 miles (100 km) from Ephesus 
by travel on foot.²
 
The Final Farewell Charge

But why would Paul summon the elders to Miletus, requiring them 
to make a long journey, just to meet with him for a short time? This 

PHHWLQJ�ZRXOG�EH�WKH�QDO��IDFH�WR�IDFH�PHHWLQJ�ZKHUH�3DXO�ZRXOG�
JLYH� WKHP�D�QDO� FKDUJH� WR�HPSKDVL]H�ZKDW� WKH\�QHHGHG� WR�NQRZ�
and do in his absence. Paul’s warning and exhortation is sobering: 

3D\�FDUHIXO�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�\RXUVHOYHV�DQG�WR�DOO�WKH�RFN�������,�NQRZ�
WKDW�DIWHU�P\�GHSDUWXUH�HUFH�ZROYHV�ZLOO�FRPH�LQ�DPRQJ�\RX��
QRW�VSDULQJ� WKH�RFN��DQG�IURP�DPRQJ�\RXU�RZQ�VHOYHV�ZLOO�
arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away the disciples 
after them. Therefore be alert. (Acts 20:28–31a) 

The elders needed—as we do today—a compelling and unforgettable 
challenge to be faithful to their Spirit-appointed task of shepherding 
*RGȆV�RFN�DQG�JXDUGLQJ�WKH�JRVSHO�IURP�IDOVH�WHDFKHUV��
 History amply demonstrates that the truths of Paul’s mes-
sage cannot be overstated or repeated too often. The appalling,  
centuries-long failure to stop false teachers from invading churches 
can be traced directly back to ignorance of or disobedience to Paul’s  
prophetic warnings to the Ephesian elders. 

   
Any church elder who does not know the content  

of Paul’s message to the Ephesian elders is ill-equipped  
to lead and protect God’s people.

A Must-Know Passage of Scripture

Any church elder who does not know the content of Paul’s message 
to the Ephesian elders is ill-equipped to lead and protect God’s peo-
ple. This will become evident as we proceed in our study. As one 
biblical commentator put it, this passage 

   
is crucial in providing for us an insight into the leader-
ship exercised in the New Testament church, and as such, it  
provides for us a template by which to measure faithful  
oversight for the church today.³ 
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I challenge you to make it your goal to master the content of Paul’s 
prophetic, apostolic message—study it, memorize it, think deep-
ly upon it, discuss it, teach it, and live it. If you invest the time to 
prayerfully study and meditate on this God-given challenge to all 
&KULVWȆV� XQGHUVKHSKHUGV�� \RX�ZLOO� �QG�ZDUQLQJV DQG� H[KRUWDWLRQV�
essential to the task, as well as fresh motivation and divine comfort. 

 
Every new generation of church leaders needs  

to discover afresh Paul’s instructions  
to the Ephesian elders.

 Paul’s instructions and pleas to the Ephesian elders are just 
as urgently needed today as they were that day on the shores of  
Miletus. Every new generation of church leaders needs to discover 
afresh Paul’s instructions to the Ephesian elders.
 Acts 20 is the Holy Spirit’s summons to you to come, hear, learn, 
and then shepherd God’s church according to God’s instructions.
 Initially, we should answer two important questions: Who was 
Paul, that we should listen to him? And who were the Ephesian  
elders he was speaking to?

WHO WAS PAUL?

Carefully note that out of the eighteen verses containing Paul’s  
actual words, thirteen verses refer to his own life example. Paul pre-
sented himself as a role model for the Ephesian elders to emulate. 
He could speak of himself in this way without pride because he was 
imitating Christ and he wanted them to do the same: “Be imitators of 
me, as I am of Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1).
 Acts 20 is a priceless treasure trove of wisdom and insight for all 
church leaders from Christ’s chosen apostle to the Gentile nations. Paul 
ZDV�GLUHFWO\�FKRVHQ�E\�WKH�/RUG�-HVXV�&KULVW�WR�EH�DQ�DSRVWOH��ؾƌƋƏƐƋƇƋƎ�
[apostolos]), which means he was a special authorized messenger, an 
emissary, and an envoy directly commissioned by Christ. 

 Paul was not just a missionary or church planter, or a brilliant 
scholar—although he was all of those. Paul was Christ’s unique  
DPEDVVDGRU�� VHQW� WR� GHQH�� GHIHQG�� DQG� SURFODLP� WKH� JRVSHO� WR� 
WKH�QDWLRQV�Ȫ�
 A large portion of the New Testament was written by Paul.  
7RJHWKHU�ZLWK�/XNH�KLV�WUDYHOLQJ�FRPSDQLRQ��WKH\�ZURWH�RYHU�IW\�
percent of the New Testament. Paul is the master architect of much 
RI�WKH�YRFDEXODU\�DQG�WKHRORJLFDO�FRQFHSWV�GHQLQJ�WKH�JRVSHO�DQG�
the Church. As such, Paul played a unique role in the foundation and 
expansion of the Christian faith.

Paul’s gospel is Christ’s gospel. What Paul teaches  
is what Christ teaches. What Paul commands is what  

Christ commands. Paul’s authority to give written  
instructions to the churches is Christ-given 

 authority and must be obeyed.
   

 As Christ’s ambassador, Paul did not cleverly fabricate the gospel  
message in his own mind. He received it by direct revelation from 
the risen Christ: 

       
For I would have you know, brothers, that the gospel that was 
preached by me is not man’s gospel. For I did not receive it 
from any man, nor was I taught it, but I received it through a 
revelation of Jesus Christ. (Gal. 1:11–12)

Paul’s gospel is Christ’s gospel. What Paul teaches is what 
Christ teaches. What Paul commands is what Christ commands.  
Paul’s authority to give written instructions to the churches is 
Christ-given authority and must be obeyed.ȫ�8OWLPDWHO\�� WKHQ��3DXOȆV�
�QDO�FKDUJH�WR�WKH�(SKHVLDQ�HOGHUV�LV�&KULVWȆV�FKDUJH��QRW�RQO\�WR�WKH
Ephesian elders, but to all undershepherds of his churches in all  
future generations.
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WHO WERE THE EPHESIAN ELDERS?

So who were these elders from Ephesus? It is important that we  
answer this question accurately from Scripture. The Greek word  
for elders is presbyteroi� �ƌƍƁƏžƑƐƁƍƋƅ��� 6RPHWLPHV� SHRSOH� UHIHU� WR�
the elders as the presbyters, which is how we will occasionally refer 
to them. 
 The designation elders had already been introduced by Luke 
HDUOLHU�LQ�$FWV�WR�LGHQWLI\�FHUWDLQ�FRPPXQLW\�OHDGHUV��)RXU�GLಀHUHQW�
groups are referred to as elders: (1) the Jewish elders of Jerusalem, 
who were hostile to the Jewish Christians; (2) the Jewish elders of 
the Christian community in Jerusalem, who were closely associat-
ed with the twelve apostles; (3) the Christian elders appointed by 
Paul and Barnabas for the Gentile churches in Galatia; and (4) the 
Christian elders of the church in Ephesus. Speaking to the Ephesian 
elders, Paul makes clear that the elders are responsible for the pas-
toral oversight of the local church (Acts 20:28).
� 7KLV� 1HZ� 7HVWDPHQW� FRQFHSW� RI� SDVWRUDO� HOGHUVKLS�� VSHFLFDOO\�
WKH�WHDFKLQJ�RI�$FWV�����GLಀHUV�ZLGHO\�IURP�WUDGLWLRQDO��PRGHUQ�GD\�
thinking and practice. When most Christian people hear the term 
ȉHOGHUV�Ȋ�WKH\�WKLQN�RI�DQ�RFLDO�FKXUFK�ERDUG��OD\�RFLDOV��LQXHQ-
tial members within the church, or temporary advisors to the senior 
SDVWRU�� 7KH\� WKLQN� RI� HOGHUV� SULPDULO\� DV� SROLF\PDNHUV�� �QDQFLDO
RFHUV�� IXQGUDLVHUV��RU�DGPLQLVWUDWRUV�� ,�FDOO� WKHVH�NLQGV�RI�HOGHUV�
“board elders.” Most people don’t expect church elders to pastor the 
church or teach the Word. They may not even be aware that there 
DUH�VSHFLF�ELEOLFDO�TXDOLFDWLRQV�IRU�HOGHUV��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�UHTXLUH-
ment to be “able to teach” (1 Tim. 3:1–7; Titus 1:5–9).
   

In biblical terms, the elders are the overseers,  
shepherds, stewards, teachers, and leaders  

of the local church.

 

 However, according to the New Testament, elders are to joint-
ly lead the church, teach the Word, protect the church from false 
teachers, exhort the believers in sound doctrine, visit the sick, and 
judge doctrinal issues. In biblical terms, the elders are the overseers, 
shepherds, stewards, teachers, and leaders of the local church. In 
other words, they are the Chief Shepherd’s undershepherds, held  
UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�KLV�RFNV�
 Since both the preeminent apostles, Paul and Peter, charge the 
elders—and no other person or group—to shepherd/pastor the  
local church, we can conclude that, in biblical terms, the elders are 
responsible for the pastoral oversight of the local church (Acts 20:28;  
1 Peter 5:1–5). Biblical elders are shepherd elders or pastor elders—
not board elders. 
   
Equality and Diversity within an Eldership

From Paul’s letter written to Timothy and the church at Ephesus, we 
learn that both equality and diversity exist within a biblical elder-
VKLS� ���7LP������ȁ�����$OO�HOGHUV�HTXDOO\�VKDUH� WKH�VDPH�RFH�DQG�
SDVWRUDO�FKDUJH��EXW�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�WKH�HOGHUVKLS�ZLOO�UHHFW�D�ULFK�
diversity. Obviously not all those on an elder council will be equal 
LQ�JLIWHGQHVV��HಀHFWLYHQHVV��LQXHQFH��WLPH�DYDLODELOLW\��H[SHULHQFH��
verbal skills, leadership ability, or biblical knowledge. First Timothy 
5:17–18 is the key text that acknowledges diversity within the elder-
VKLS�FRXQFLO�ܾ�

Let the elders who rule well be considered worthy of double 
honor, especially those who labor in preaching and teaching. 
For the Scripture says, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it 
treads out the grain,” and, “The laborer deserves his wages.” 
(1 Tim. 5:17–18) 

Within a biblical eldership, then, there is both equality in status 
and a healthy diversity of giftedness and function. This allows for 
some elders—especially those “who labor in preaching and teach-
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ing”—to be financially supported by the church to give them more  
concentrated time for study and the full-time or part-time ministry 
of preaching and teaching.
 Finally, we see from Paul’s Miletus address Paul’s high view of 
the church elders and the indispensable nature of their work to pro-
WHFW�DQG�OHDG�*RGȆV�RFN. Biblical elders are not temporary, lay board 
members of a church. They are the very ones the Holy Spirit of God 
has appointed as overseers for the purpose of shepherding the church 
of God (v. 28). 
 Since this book is a biblical exposition of Acts 20, we will adhere 
WR�3DXOȆV�FRQFHSW�RI�HOGHUV�DV�VKHSKHUGV�RI�*RGȆV�RFN. Knowing this 
background and context will help you better understand Paul’s  
directives to “the elders of the church” in Ephesus.

What the Bible Says

For your own biblical preparation, study and consider each of the 
texts below. Let the Spirit and the Word teach you and prepare you 
for the rest of this study on Acts 20. 
 The work of elders is to:

 • Lead the church of God (1 Tim. 5:17)
 •  Teach the people God’s Word (1 Tim. 3:2; 2 Tim. 2:2;  

Titus 1:9)
 •  Equip and prepare the saints for Christian ministry  

(Eph. 4:11–12)
 • Labor in preaching and teaching (1 Tim. 5:17)
 •  Guard the church from false teachers (Acts 20:28–31;  

Titus 1:9–10)
 • Care for the church of God (1 Tim. 3:5)
 • Help those within the church who are weak (Acts 20:35)
 • Lay hands on certain gifted individuals (1 Tim. 4:14)
 •  Shepherd, that is, pastor the whole church: feed, protect, 

lead, and heal (Acts 20:28; 1 Peter 5:2)

 • Exercise oversight: manage, supervise (1 Peter 5:2)
 • Model Christian leadership (1 Peter 5:3)
 • Judge doctrinal disputes (Acts 15:2–30; 16:4; 21:20–25)
 •  Pray for the sick and anoint them with oil (James 5:14–15)
� Ȏ�+DQGOH�FKXUFK�QDQFHV��$FWV������ȁ������3HWHU�����
 •  Represent the local church to other churches (Acts 11:30; 

15:4, 22–23; 21:18–19)
 • Be held accountable by God (Heb. 13:17)

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

1.  Paul’s authority to give written instructions to the churches 
is Christ-given authority and must be obeyed. 

2.  Acts 20 is the only passage in the New Testament in which 
Paul speaks directly to a church’s elders, giving them a  
��QDO�FKDUJH

3.  Paul’s message should be used both to guide current  
elders as to what God requires them to do in order 
WR� FDUH� HಀHFWLYHO\� IRU� KLV� SHRSOH�� DQG� WR� WUDLQ� IXWXUH�  
pastoral elders.

4.  Biblical elders are responsible for the pastoral oversight of 
the local church.

5.  Every new generation of church leaders needs to discover 
afresh and implement anew Paul’s urgent message to the 
Ephesian elders.

¹  Timothy Keller, The Freedom of Self-Forgetfulness: The Path to True Christian Joy (Leyland, 
England: 10Publishing, 2012), 29.
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²  From the time Paul sent the messenger to Ephesus (about 62 miles or 100 km by foot) to the 
time of the elders’ arrival would have been some eight days. For the elders, this would be 
a roundtrip of 124 miles or 200 km. See Eckhard J. Schnabel, Acts, ZECNT (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2012), 838. 

³ Derek W. H. Thomas, Acts, REC (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2011), 575.
Ȫ��$FWV�����ȁ����������������ȁ�������������ȁ����5RP������������ȁ����������������ȁ���������ȁ������

Cor. 9:1–2; 11:23; 15:3–11; 2 Cor. 12:12; Gal. 1:1, 11, 16; 2:7–8; Eph. 3:1–13; 6:19–20; Phil. 1:16; 
Col. 1:25–27; 2 Thess. 2:15; 3:6, 14; 1 Tim. 1:11; 2:7; 2 Tim. 1:11, 13; 4:17; Titus 1:3.

ȫ���7KHVV����������3HWHU�����ȁ���
ܾ��,I� WKLV� FRQFHSW� LV�QHZ� WR�\RX��YLVLW�ZZZ�ELEOLFDOHOGHUVKLS�FRP� IRU�D� IUHH�GRZQORDG�RI�P\�

47-page booklet, Biblical Eldership: Restoring the Eldership to Its Rightful Place in the Church.

&+$37(5�ৡ

Serving the Lord with  
All Humility

You yourselves know how I lived among you the whole  

WLPH�IURP�WKH�UVW�GD\�WKDW�,�VHW�IRRW�LQ�$VLD��VHUYLQJ�WKH� 
Lord with all humility and with tears and with trials

that happened to me through the plots of the Jews.

(Acts 20:18–19)

When the elders of the church in Ephesus arrived, Paul be-
gan his message by reminding them of what they already 

knew about his life and ministry. He said, “You yourselves know.” 

Three times in this passage Paul directly urges the elders to remem-

ber their past experiences with him as their leader and teacher  

(vv. 18, 31, 34).

“How I lived among you the whole time.”

 Paul knew that one of the most important needs the elders had 

was for a Christlike role model to observe and emulate. In the end, 

it is example and action—not simply words—that people remember 
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for a lifetime. So when Paul reminded the elders, “how I lived among 

you the whole time,” he was presenting himself as a role model of dis-
tinctive Christian leadership for them to imitate.
 Likewise, we are to study and know Paul’s life and ministry  

so that we can follow his example.

A ROLE MODEL TO IMITATE

Like Jesus, Paul lived among the people. His life was an open book 

for all to read. Paul didn’t ride into a city on a white horse and  

lecture on theology, evangelism, and church growth. He was not a 

classroom academic, instructing his students for a few hours a day. 

He was a missionary on the front line of spiritual warfare, a loving 

shepherd to churches and their leaders, an evangelist, a faithful man 

of prayer, and a spiritual mentor to many.

“Paul’s past ministry is understood as a resource that  
can help the elders face their future responsibility.” 

 —Robert Tannehill

� )RU�WKUHH�\HDUV��IURP�KLV�UVW�GD\�LQ�$VLD�XQWLO�WKH�WLPH�KH�OHIW��KLV�
life was on constant display—a living, breathing example for pasto-

ral elders to follow. He was an authentic role model of a Christlike 

teacher and shepherd. That is why his life has had such a lasting  

impact on so many people. “Paul’s past ministry,” writes Robert 

Tannehill, “is understood as a resource that can help the elders face 

their future responsibility.”¹

A Call to Follow

Paul understood perfectly that his life example and character was 

to be a model for others to imitate. In his letter to the Corinthian 

believers, Paul urges them to “be imitators of me.” This was not an 

arrogant demand. Paul could say this without pride because he him-
self was imitating Christ, and he wanted above all else to teach all 
believers to imitate Christ. Helping believers to conform to the image 
of Christ was one of Paul’s chief pastoral tasks in ministry: “that we 
may present everyone mature in Christ. For this I toil, struggling with 
all his energy that he powerfully works within me” (Col. 1:28–29).
 Earlier in the same letter, he wrote:

I urge you, then, be imitators of me. That is why I sent you 
Timothy, my beloved and faithful child in the Lord, to re-
mind you of my ways in Christ, as I teach them everywhere in  
every church. (1 Cor. 4:16–17)

Paul tells the new Thessalonian believers that he and his colleagues 
intentionally presented themselves as “an example to imitate”:

You know what kind of men we proved to be among you for 
your sake. And you became imitators of us and of the Lord.  
(1 Thess. 1:5–6)

For you yourselves know how you ought to imitate us . . .  
,W� ZDV� QRW� EHFDXVH� ZH� GR� QRW� KDYH� WKDW� ULJKW� >WR� �QDQFLDO
support], but to give you in ourselves an example to imitate.  
(2 Thess. 3:7–9)

To his dear friends in the city of Philippi he wrote:

Brothers, join in imitating me, and keep your eyes on 
those who walk according to the example you have in us.  
(Phil. 3:17)

What you have learned and received and heard and seen  
in me—practice these things. (Phil. 4:9)
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Paul also called on his young assistants to be role models for others 
to follow:

Let no one despise you for your youth, but set the believers 
an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity.  
(1 Tim. 4:12; also Titus 2:7–8)

Just as Paul had done, the writer of Hebrews instructed his readers 
to imitate the faith of their leaders:

Remember your leaders, those who spoke to you the word of 
God. Consider the outcome of their way of life, and imitate 
their faith. (Heb. 13:7; see also Heb. 6:12)

You should always be mindful that people are watching you as you 
serve the Lord, some of whom are younger men who will be the next 
generation of pastoral elders.

Imitate Their Faith, not Their Clothes

As the last two passages demonstrate, by the term “imitate” both the 
writer of Hebrews and Paul do not mean exact duplication. Imitat-
ing Paul doesn’t mean having to speak Aramaic, wear sandals and a 
WRJD��HDW�JV��RU�ULGH�RQ�D�GRQNH\��5DWKHU�WKH\�DUH�FDOOLQJ�RWKHUV�WR�
LPLWDWH�WKHLU�IDLWK��WKHLU�ORYH��WKHLU�VHOI�VDFULFH��DQG�WKHLU�SDWWHUQ�RI�
life and behavior.
 While I was sitting in a restaurant with friends, twelve men 
walked in dressed like Jesus with sandals, robes, long hair, beards, 
speaking in old Elizabethan, King James English, and walking, not 
driving by car. The whole thing looked comical. They thought that 
following Jesus meant wearing Jesus-like clothes and having a  
Jesus-like beard. They didn’t seem to remember that Jesus warned 
his disciples of the subtle danger of trusting in outward religious 
appearances, and not the inner heart condition before God.²

Seeing Christ in Paul

The Ephesian presbyters had the extraordinary privilege of seeing 
Christ in Paul. Now Paul expected them—and us—to replicate what 
WKH\�OHDUQHG�IURP�KLP�DERXW�KXPEO\�VHUYLQJ�&KULVW�DQG�VDFULFLDO-
ly caring for his people. “What you have learned and received and 
heard and seen in me—practice these things” (Phil. 4:9).
 Like his Master, Paul was saying to the elders, “Follow me and  
,�ZLOO�PDNH�\RX�VKHUV�RI�PHQ�DQG�VKHSKHUGV�RI�SHRSOH�Ȋ�3DXO�OHG�E\�
example. And he would remind us today to never underestimate the 
H[WUDRUGLQDU\�SRZHU�RI� \RXU�SHUVRQDO� OLIH� H[DPSOH� WR� LQXHQFH�DQG�
inspire other people positively for God.

A HUMBLE SLAVE OF THE LORD JESUS CHRIST

Paul called upon his beloved friends to remember his life example. 
But how did he live among them? What did his life look like? Here is 
KLV�DQVZHU��ȉ)URP�WKH�UVW�GD\�WKDW�,�VHW�IRRW�LQ�$VLD��>,�VHUYHG@�WKH�
Lord with all humility and with tears and trials that happened to me 
through the plots of the Jews” (vv. 18–19). Note that Paul does not 
rehearse his many successes, expansive travels, brilliant intellect,  
indomitable zeal, heavenly visions, extraordinary miracles, or di-
vine authority. Instead, WKH� �UVW WKLQJ� KH� PHQWLRQV� LV� KLV� KXPEOH� 
service to the Lord Jesus Christ. This is very interesting. What he says 
here sets the tone for the rest of the address.

Serving the Lord as His Slave

The Greek verb for “serving” is the verb for “serving as a slave” 
�ƀƋƑƇƁƑƕ�>GRXOHXĎ]). In some of his letters Paul referred to himself 
DV�D�ȉVODYHȊ��ƀƋܑƇƋƎ�>doulos]) of the Lord Jesus.³ From the time of his 
life-transforming encounter with the risen Christ on the Damascus 
road, Paul preached that “Jesus is Lord”:
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For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, 
with ourselves as your servants [lit. slaves] for Jesus’ sake. (2 
Cor. 4:5)

Paul understood that he had been purchased by, and therefore was 
now owned by, the Lord Jesus Christ. He could gladly say, “Christ 
Jesus has made me his own” (Phil. 3:12). Paul was not his own mas-
ter; he was a willing and joyous slave of the Lord Jesus. All that Paul 
did in Ephesus can be summarized as “serving the Lord.” Indeed, 
his whole life was spent serving the Lord, and whom better to serve 
than our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ?

Are You a Slave of the Lord Jesus Christ?

Do you view your life and ministry as humble, slave-like service to 
your Lord and Master, Jesus Christ? You should! The Scripture says, 
“You are not your own, for you were bought with a price. So glorify 
God in your body” (1 Cor. 6:19–20). For the believer, the truth is:

None of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself. For 
if we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord. 
So then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. 
For to this end Christ died and lived again, that he might be 
Lord both of the dead and of the living. (Rom. 14:7–9)

The best elders are those who see themselves as slaves of the Lord 
Jesus Christ, appointed by him and entrusted with the care of his 
blood-bought people.

Humility permeated his actions, his words, his attitudes,  
his teaching, his interactions with his fellow workers,  

and his leader-follower relationships.

Serving the Lord with All Humility

Paul served the Lord “with all humility.” That is the only acceptable 
way to serve the Lord, and the only proper attitude of a slave. Humil-
ity is a distinctive Christian virtue.
 Humility is the key to understanding Paul’s character and 
leadership style. In a world super-saturated with ugly pride and  
VHOVK�DPELWLRQ��3DXO�VHUYHG�WKH�/RUG�ZLWK�ȉDOOȊ�KXPLOLW\�Ȫ�+XPLOLW\� 
permeated his actions, his words, his attitudes, and his teaching. It 
could be observed in his interactions with his fellow workers, and 
his leader-follower relationships.

Learning from Jesus

$OO� WKDW�3DXO�NQHZ�DERXW�KXPLOLW\�DQG�VHOI�VDFULFLDO� VHUYDQWKRRG� 
he learned from the Perfect Servant, the one who “humbled  
himself” and “made himself nothing, taking the form of a slave” 
(Phil 2:5–8).

Jesus turned the leadership pyramid upside down. 
 The leader is servant of all, not the boss of all!

 Paul learned about humility from Jesus’s repeated teaching 
RQ� ȉJUHDWQHVVȊ� DQG� EHLQJ� ȉUVWȊ� LQ� WKH� NLQJGRP� RI� *RG�� Jesus’s  
UHGHQLWLRQ�RI�JUHDWQHVV�DQG�OHDGHUVKLS�VWDWXV�JRYHUQHG�3DXOȆV�HQWLUH� 
ministry style. Jesus warned his followers repeatedly not to conform 
to the world’s ideas and practices of status, power, and authority. 
Jesus turned the leadership pyramid upside down. The leader is ser-
vant of all, not the boss of all!
 One very remarkable lesson Paul would have learned from his 
“Teacher and Lord” is that a Christlike leader should be prepared  
to humbly stoop and wash the dirty feet of others, just as a slave 
would do:
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Do you understand what I have done to you? You call me 
Teacher and Lord, and you are right, for so I am. If I then, your 
Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to 
wash one another’s feet. For I have given you an example, that 
you also should do just as I have done to you. (John 13:12–15)

The unforgettable example of Jesus stooping to wash the disciples’ 
feet teaches us that,

The symbol of an authentically Christian leadership is not the 
purple robe of an emperor, but the coarse apron of a slave; not 
a throne of ivory and gold, but a basin of water for the washing 
RI�IHHW�ȫ

Insights into the Humble Mind of a Servant of God

Paul, the once proud, young Pharisee, became a humble man under 
the lordship of Jesus Christ. He knew that all of his brilliant gifting 
was a result of God’s grace. He knew that his success in the gospel 
came from the strength the Lord provided. He felt deeply how unde-
serving he was to even be an apostle of Christ: “For I am the least of 
the apostles, unworthy to be called an apostle” (1 Cor. 15:9).

Lowly-Mindedness:� 3DXO� FRUUHFWO\� XQGHUVWRRG� KLV� LQVLJQLFDQFH�
DQG�VPDOOQHVV�LQ�UHODWLRQ�WR�*RGȆV�LQQLWH�JUHDWQHVV��KLV�XQZRUWKL-
ness before God’s absolute holiness, and his utter dependence on 
*RG�IRU�HYHU\WKLQJ��ȉ%XW�RXU�VXFLHQF\�LV�IURP�*RG��ZKR�KDV�PDGH�
XV�VXFLHQW�WR�EH�PLQLVWHUV�RI�D�QHZ�FRYHQDQWȊ����&RU�����ȁ����2QO\�
with the humble is there the fear of God and thus the beginning of 
knowledge and wisdom. “With the humble is wisdom” (Prov. 11:2).
 With a proper estimate of himself and a genuine sincerity  
of heart he could say, “I am nothing” (2 Cor. 12:11), because Christ is 
everything. Thus, he gladly subordinated himself under the mighty 
hand of God and of Christ. There is no false humility here.

All by Grace: Paul knew that “by the grace of God I am what I am” 

(1 Cor. 15:10). Elsewhere he says, “To me, though I am the very least 

of all the saints, this grace was given” (Eph. 3:8). He viewed himself 

and his colleagues as “jars of clay,” fragile vessels carrying the liv-

ing water of the gospel (2 Cor. 4:7). He wanted people to view himself  
and his fellow workers as “servants through whom” they had believed, 
and “servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God” (1 Cor. 

3:5; 4:1).

The Virtues of a Humble Leader

Paul was a strong but humble man imitating Christ’s humility. If you 
cannot imagine how a strong, gifted, brilliant, energetic leader can 
also be a loving, humble servant, consider carefully the life of Paul.
� 3DXO� ZDV� VHOI�HಀDFLQJ�� PRGHVW�� DQG� VHOHVV�� +H� ZDV� RWKHUV� 
oriented, even willing to do manual work with his own hands to 

support himself and to help others. He lived what scholars call the 

“cruciform life,” which means a life shaped by the cross of Christ 

(Phil. 3:10).

 A Christlike humble attitude makes a leader more teachable, 

more approachable, and more receptive to constructive criticism. It 

makes him better able to see his own limitations and failures, better 

DEOH�WR�VXEPLW�WR�DQG�ZRUN�ZLWK�RWKHUV��DQG�EHWWHU�TXDOLHG�WR�GHDO�
with the sins and failures of other people.

� $�KXPEOH�OHDGHU�LV�OHVV�GHIHQVLYH��OHVV�SURQH�WR�JKW��TXLFNHU�WR�
UHFRQFLOH�GLಀHUHQFHV��DQG�PRUH�DW�HDVH�LQ�SHUVRQDO�UHODWLRQVKLSV��$�
humble soul enjoys promoting the gifts and popularity of others, and 

is not jealous or envious of others’ accomplishments. Only with an 

attitude of “all humility” can you lead in a Jesus-like way.

The Glue: The local church is a highly relational, close-knit commu-
nity of brothers and sisters all indwelt by the Holy Spirit of God. It is 

not a top-down community led by one person with full authority to 

govern. In a highly relational community of brothers and sisters the 
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virtue of humility (and love) is the glue that holds people together 

and enables them to resolve the natural disagreements that occur 

between people.

If you cannot imagine how a strong, gifted, brilliant,  
energetic leader can also be a loving, humble  

servant, consider carefully the life of Paul.

THE DIOTREPHES!LIKE LEADER

Paul was nothing like the arrogant church leader Diotrephes, who 

OLNHG�ȉWR�SXW�KLPVHOI�UVWȊ����-RKQ�����+H�FRXOG�QRW�VD\�DV�3DXO�GLG�� 
I served the Lord and his people with all humility.

 Diotrephes is the classic, autocratic church leader, the strong 

man, the narcissistic pastor who builds the church around himself. 

He represents the dark side of Christian leadership. The aged apostle 

John described him this way:

I have written something to the church, but Diotrephes, who 
OLNHV�WR�SXW�KLPVHOI�UVW, does not acknowledge our authority. 
So if I [John] come, I will bring up what he is doing, talking 
wicked nonsense against us. And not content with that, he re-
fuses to welcome the brothers, and also stops those who want 
to and puts them out of the church. (3 John 9–10)

Diotrephes thought so highly of himself that he even criticized and 

refused to listen to the beloved apostle John. He did not submit to 

apostolic authority.

 Diotrephes was an intimidating leader, creating an atmosphere 

of fear and guilt, demanding unconditional loyalty. To those who  

followed him and agreed with him, I imagine he was a charming, 

JLIWHG��VWURQJ�DXWKRULW\�JXUH��7KLV�W�ZHOO�ZLWKLQ�WKH�KLJKO\�VWUDW-
LHG�*UHFR�5RPDQ�FXOWXUH�WKDW�SUL]HG�VWURQJ��GRPLQDWLQJ�OHDGHUV�

 Diotrephes clearly was not a builder of people but a limiter. He 
was not a uniter but a divider. He was not a promoter of others 
but a self-promoter. He was not a humble-minded leader; he was a 
competitive leader. He would not share the ministry with peers and  
colleagues as did Paul. Like all proud men, he refused godly correc-
tion and instruction. His heart was not contrite before God, and his 
arrogant spirit divided and hurt people. In Paul’s view, he was “a 
noisy gong or a clanging cymbal” (1 Cor. 13:1).

Redeeming Leadership from the World

Diotrephes is the Bible’s example of what a Christian leader is not to 
be like. He represents the world’s strong-man model, sitting at the 
top of the leadership pyramid.
 Jesus radically challenged the prevailing leadership values of 
both the religious and secular leaders of his day. Luke records that,

A dispute also arose among them, as to which of them was to 
be regarded as the greatest. And he said to them, “The kings 
of the Gentiles exercise lordship over them, and those in  
authority over them are called benefactors. But not so with 
you. Rather, let the greatest among you become as the young-
est, and the leader as the one who serves. For who is the great-
er, one who reclines at table or one who serves? Is it not the 
one who reclines at table? But I am among you as the one  
ZKR�VHUYHV�Ȋ��/XNH������ȁ���ܾ

The Jesus-style of leadership means leading others, not lording 
one’s authority over others. It is an others-oriented style of leader-
VKLS��ZKHUH� WKH� OHDGHU�VHUYHV� WKH�SHRSOHȂHYHQ�WKH�PRVW� LQVLJQL-
cant ones—and expects nothing in return. It is loving attentiveness 
WR�RWKHU�SHRSOHȆV�QHHGV��PDUNHG�E\�VXಀHULQJ�IRU�WKH�JRRG�RI�RWKHUV��
HYHQ�EHLQJ�ZLOOLQJ�WR�GLH�IRU�RWKHUV��,W�LV�GHQ\LQJ�VHOI�DQG�VDFULFLQJ� 
oneself for others; it is promoting and advancing others. It is being  
D�3KLOLSSLDQV���OHDGHU�Ȭ
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 Charles Colson experienced worldly power and high position 

as Special Counsel to the President of the United States, and later  

became a born-again, Bible-believing Christian. He skillfully des- 

FULEHV�WKH�GLಀHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�ZRUOGO\�YLHZ�RI�SRZHU�DQG�WKH�
biblical view:

Nothing distinguishes the kingdoms of man from the Kingdom 
of God more than their diametrically opposed views of the ex-
ercise of power. One seeks to control people, the other to serve 
people; one promotes self, the other prostrates self; the one 
seeks prestige and position, the other lifts up the lowly and 
GHVSLVHG�ȭ

To Be Clear: Jesus did not deny the need for positions of leader-

ship, the exercise of human authority, the pursuit of greatness, or  

excellence in leadership. To those who have the spiritual gift of lead-

ership, Paul says lead “with zeal” (Rom. 12:8). What Jesus taught 

was that in his kingdom and under his lordship the exercise of  

OHDGHUVKLS� DQG� DXWKRULW\� PXVW� EH� RI� D� GLಀHUHQW� NLQG� IURP� WKH�
self-promoting, patron-client model of his day.

STILL A PROBLEM

In reminding the Ephesian elders that he served the Lord with 

“all humility,” Paul was also at the same time warning them of the 
universal temptations that church leaders face—pride of position, 
pride of title, pride of knowledge, and pride of giftedness. “Pride is 

without doubt, the chief occupational hazard of the preacher,” re-

PDUNV� -RKQ�6WRWW�ܿ�'HVSLWH� WKH� IDFW� WKDW�KXPLOLW\� DQG� VHUYDQWKRRG�
are central to Jesus’s teaching on leadership and community life, the  

lack of humility among Christian leaders is still acknowledged as  

a widespread problem.

  

 At the third Lausanne Congress in Cape Town, South Africa 
(2010), the 5,000 plus representatives from every country in the 
world agreed that lack of humility among pastors was a worlwide 
KDUP�WR�EHOLHYHUV�VSLULWXDOO\�DQG�QHHGHG�WR�EH�XUJHQWO\�DGGUHVVHG�{ܽ
 
What the People Want

Unfortunately, we have to acknowledge that a strong autocratic style 
of leadership is often outwardly successful and popular with people. 
Many people want to follow a strong-man leader, a Diotrephes-like 
�\JXUH��D�PDQ�WKH\�GHHP�DQRLQWHG�E\�*RG�ZLWK�SRZHU�WR�UXOH��7KH
want the tough-minded, singular leadership style of the world.
 This was certainly true of the Corinthian believers. Paul didn’t 
match up to their Greco-Roman concept of the strong-man lead-
er, thus the Corinthians became easy prey for the so-called “super  
apostles” who misled and abused them:

For you gladly bear with fools, being wise yourselves! For you 
bear it if someone makes slaves of you, or devours you, or 
takes advantage of you, or puts on airs, or strikes you in the 
face. To my shame, I must say, we were too weak for that! (2 
Cor. 11:19–21)

To some of the Christians Paul seems weak and unimpressive, cer-
WDLQO\�QRW�JUHDW�RU�UVW�LQ�VWDWXV��7KH\�PD\�KDYH�WKRXJKW��DV�VRPH�GR�
today, that the concept of “servant-leader” is a contradiction of terms 
and not really a practical, workable leadership concept.

Failure to Obey: Despite the repeated teachings of Jesus and Paul 
on (1) humility, (2) love, (3) brotherhood, and (4) servanthood, 
WKRVH�WUXWKV�ZHUH�DQG�DUH�RIWHQ�LJQRUHG��$IWHU�WKH�UVW�FHQWXU\�DQG� 
beyond, most churches gradually adopted the Greco-Roman hierar-
chical patterns of status and power for its leaders and community 
structure. An unscriptural clerical and priestly caste arose that was 
obsessed with personal titles, clothes, status, and power.
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Only those who exhibit Christlike humility,  
servanthood, brotherhood, and love are truly  
great in God’s eyes and first in his kingdom.

What God Wants

Contrary to the natural ways of this world, according to Jesus 
and Paul, only those elders who are loving, humble servants can  
genuinely manifest the incomparable life of Jesus Christ to their 
congregations and a watching world. Only those who exhibit  
Christlike humility, servanthood, brotherhood, and love are truly 
JUHDW�LQ�*RGȆV�H\HV�DQG�UVW�LQ�KLV�NLQJGRP�
 Make it your aim to serve the Lord as his slave with all humili-
ty of mind! 7KLV�LV�3DXOȆV�UVW�VHOI�GHVFULSWLRQ�WKDW�KH�ZDQWV�SDVWRUDO� 
elders to emulate.

Helpful Resources

To see how radically countercultural Jesus’s teaching on leadership, 
greatness, status, and power is, as well as Paul’s humble life and lead-
ership styles, read Joseph H. Hellerman’s book Embracing Shared 
Ministry: Power and Status in the Early Church and Why It Matters 
Today (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2013). This book is a must read.
� 7R�JUDVS�KRZ�VHUYDQW� OHDGHUVKLS�ZRXOG�KDQGOH�GLFXOW�FKXUFK�
situations, read Alexander Strauch and Robert L. Peterson,  
Agape Leadership: Lessons in Spiritual Leadership from the Life of R. 
C. Chapman (Littleton: Lewis and Roth, 1991). It is a short, eighty-
page booklet.

KEY POINTS TO REMEMBER

1.  Never underestimate the extraordinary power of your  
personal life example to inspire other people positively  
for God.

2.  See yourself as a willing bondslave of the Lord Jesus Christ.

3.  If you cannot imagine how a strong, gifted, brilliant, ener-
getic leader can also be a humble servant, consider care- 
fully the life of Paul.

4.   A humble attitude makes a leader more teachable, more 
aproachable, better able to submit to and work with 
RWKHUV�� DQG� OHVV� GHIHQVLYH�� OHVV� SURQH� WR� ��JKW TXLFNHU�
WR� UHFRQFLOH� GLಀHUHQFHV�� DQG� PRUH� DW� HDVH� LQ� SHUVRQDO�  
relationships.
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