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 The People God Uses 
(Acts 20:17-35) 

 
This morning as we continue to look at the New Testament history of the early church in the Acts of the Apostles, I 
want to look at the only sermon in Acts addressed to Christians.  Paul on his way from Greece to Jerusalem makes 
a brief stop in present day Turkey to meet for the last time with the leaders of the church in Ephesus.  This is both 
a farewell address and final instructions for the men he has trained to lead the church.  So I asked myself, how is 
this sermon helpful for us today? As Jeff pointed out last Sunday, Paul’s ministry in Ephesus was his most fruitful.  
He stayed there the longest and as a result, the gospel spread throughout the Roman province of Asia with new 
churches springing up in at least 9 cities and had become to transform the entire culture.  God uses Paul in a 
powerful way in Ephesus and in this farewell speech, Paul recounts what he did and urges the Ephesian elders to 
follow his example.  I see three lessons about the people God uses.  Now you might wonder, “Why should I care 
about being used by God?”  Lots of reasons: living to do God’s will rather than our own is the only guaranteed path 
to happiness because the more obedient we are to Christ, the more of Christ we experience.  And we are 
surrounded by people in our families and neighborhoods we would love to come to know Christ.  And one day 
each of us will give an account to Christ for how we used what He entrusted to us for His eternal purpose.  And 
finally there’s nothing more fulfilling that seeing God use you to change somebody’s life.  So what kind of people 
does God use to change lives? People who are committed to people, committed to truth and committed to self-
denial.  
 

The first thing I notice about Paul is his commitment to people. When I was a teenager, I attended a Billy Graham 

crusade in Fresno California.  A bunch of people from our little Presbyterian church took a train from Bakersfield up 

to Fresno and then a bus from the station to the stadium where Dr. Graham was preaching.  I had no idea what we 

were attending – I was just excited about the train ride – but Dr. Graham spoke powerfully that evening and when 

he invited anyone who wanted to receive Christ to come forward and join him down on the field, I felt compelled 

to go.  It felt like God Himself was drawing me. Dr. Graham prayed for us and a young man got my contact 

information and I left Fresno that evening, vowing to be a better person.  That vow lasted all of three weeks before 

I slid back into my old habits and gave up trying to be a Christian.  It wasn’t until years later, between my 

sophomore and junior year in college, that I met some Christian college students.  I was a major skeptic of 

Christianity by this time but the better I got to know these Christians, the more I wanted the contentment and 

happiness they had and one night in June of 1968 as I lay in my bed, I asked Jesus to come into my life.  We live in 

an era of celebrity Christians.  It’s easy to think that unless a Christian is writing books or preaching to thousands, 

they really aren’t that influential.  Yet for me, those students were far more influential in my life than Billy Graham 

– simply because I knew them and could see the difference Christ made in them up close.  We might impress 

people from a distance but we can only impact them up close.  That’s the first lesson we learn from the example of 

Paul in Ephesus: God uses people who are committed to people and to their relationships with them.   

Let’s read vs. 17-19. “From Miletus (a port on the Mediterranean Sea about two days walk from Ephesus) he sent 

to Ephesus and called to him the elders of the church. And when they had come to him, he said to them, "You 

yourselves know, from the first day that I set foot in Asia, how I was with you the whole time, serving the Lord with 

all humility and with tears and with trials which came upon me through the plots of the Jews;”   How was Paul able 

to have such a profound impact upon people who before they met him, worshiped idols, practiced magic and gross 

immorality and had been enslaved in spiritual darkness for generations? It began when they got to know Paul.  



Paul reminds the spiritual leaders of Ephesus how well they know him because he was with them the whole time 

he was in Asia. They knew there was no difference between the public Paul and the private Paul.  He had lived with 

them, been exposed and vulnerable to them.  They had seen him at his best and at his worst; when he was strong 

and when he was weak.  That’s what Paul means when he reminds the elders how they watched him serve the 

Lord with humility and tears and trials.  “Humility” wasn’t a positive word in the culture of that day.  It meant “low, 

weak, defeated and despised” in a culture which valued strength, power and winning at all costs.  Calling someone 

humble in first century Ephesus would be like calling them “a nice guy” today; meaning a loser, a guy who doesn’t 

have the strength to assert himself.  The word, “humility” is never used in a positive sense in any of the literature 

of this period.  It didn’t become a virtue until Christianity arrived on the scene; because true humility is not 

thinking less of our selves but more of God. True humility isn’t weakness, its meekness; knowing that power 

belongs to God and trusting Him instead of relying on our own strength.  Humility is being realistic about our own 

limitations and Paul was transparently honest about his weaknesses and struggles; his tears and his trials – 

something no secular leader of his day would ever admit out of fear he would lose people’s respect. In 1 Cor. 2:4-5, 

Paul writes, “I was with you in weakness and in fear and in much trembling, and my message and my preaching 

were not in persuasive words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so that your faith would 

not rest on the wisdom of men, but on the power of God.”  And in 2 Cor. 1:8-10 he writes, “For we do not want you 

to be unaware, brethren, of our affliction which came {to us} in Asia, that we were burdened excessively, beyond 

our strength, so that we despaired even of life; indeed, we had the sentence of death within ourselves so that we 

would not trust in ourselves, but in God who raises the dead; who delivered us from so great a {peril of} death, and 

will deliver {us,} He on whom we have set our hope. And He will yet deliver us.”  Paul let people get close so they 

could see the difference Christ made in his life.  He wept in front of them, he was honest about his fears, his 

despair and his suffering.  He didn’t hold himself aloof or teach from afar but got close to people – which is one 

reason Paul was used so powerfully by God in the lives of people.    

The gospel spreads through relationships and the closer the relationship, the greater the chance of infection.  
When I first got involved in ministry, most people in our culture had at least some knowledge of Christianity.  
Maybe they were raised in the  church or maybe the culture as a whole was more biblically informed, but most 
people knew at least something about Christ and just needed somebody to connect the dots and explain how to 
become a Christian.  So a lot of evangelism was done through events; crusades, evangelistic dinners, magic shows, 
special speakers on topics of general interests and people would attend those events because of their previous 
exposure to the faith.  That’s no longer true today, at least here in the Bay Area.   Most people have little or no 
exposure to a biblical worldview or to historic Christianity and little interest in attending our events.  Our culture is 
similar to the culture of Ephesus in the first century; predominately pagan and philosophically opposed to 
Christianity.  The only way people’s opinions about Christ change is as they get to know people in whom Christ 
lives.  They discover their stereotypes of Christians are wrong, that having Jesus in one’s life doesn’t make you 
weird but more grounded and secure; and faith in Christ begins to look more and more feasible.  That’s what 
happened in Ephesus and that’s what is happening in the Bay Area, as Christians get out of our Christian ghetto 
and befriend those who don’t know Jesus.  The gospel travels through relationships and if those who don’t yet 
know Christ don’t know any Christians well, the odds are they will never hear nor understand the gospel. 
 
People who are used by God are committed to people.  They may be introverts or extroverts; they may enjoy 
people, they may not, but this isn’t a personality issue, it is an issue of character.  If I love God, I will love what he 
loves; which means making time for people.   Paul says, “You yourselves know how I was with you the whole time.”  
I have lived in the same neighborhood for 33 years, but I can’t tell you the names, the families, the occupations 
and the dreams of most of my neighbors.  I just haven’t taken time to get to know them.  Something else always 
seemed more important.  Yet we are the only Christians we know of at our end of the street, and I hate to think at 
the final judgment, my neighbors looking at me and asking, “If you knew this was what was going to happen, why 
didn’t you warn us?”  So this year, I have committed myself to at least getting to know the names, the occupations 
and the dreams of the neighbors who live around me.  The other lesson we learn from Paul is that, being 



committed to relationships means being real in those relationships; not pretending to be more together than we 
really are but being honest and transparent about our struggles and fears so that people can see the difference 
Christ makes.  When Betsy, our new granddaughter, was in the ICU at Children’s Hospital, I shared my concerns 
and fears with some of my fellow swimmers; and I was amazed and how quickly walls came down.  It was easy to 
talk with them about praying and trusting God because that’s all I could do and they’d say something like, “I’ll keep 
thinking good thoughts for her.”  I knew God would teach us a lot through little Betsy but one thing I didn’t expect 
was the opportunity to connect on a far deeper level with a number of people in my life who aren’t yet Christians.   
So ask yourself, “How many nonbelieving friends do I currently have?  How well do they know me?  How 
transparent am I with them?” If we want to be used by God to change people, it begins with a commitment to 
people.  You don’t have to like people, but you do have to love them and that means laying down our lives, our 
time, and our privacy for them.  As a very private person, this is my greatest failing as a servant of Christ and one 
which I will be working on until I go to Jesus or He comes for me. 
 
The second thing we learn from Paul about the people God uses is that God uses people who are committed to 
truth; because it is the truth that changes people. When Christ came into my life, my life changed radically.  After a 
couple of weeks, I realized that I had stopped swearing, lying and feeling bored all the time without any conscious 
effort on my part.  Christ was changing me all by Himself.  However, the rate of change slowed down and as I grew 
as a Christian, I became painfully aware of other things which needed to change.  I figured Jesus would change 
these things the same way so I just asked.  “Make me more patient.  Help me not to worry. Take away my lust, my 
laziness, and my cowardice.”  But this time nothing happened.   I wondered, “Why had Jesus stopped working in 
me?”  I decided that deep changes take a long time and that if I waited long enough, these things would eventually 
change as well.  But years went by without seeing much change.  I was still struggling with the same junk I had 
struggled with as a new Christian.  Then one day, I read Ephesians 4:22-24 where Paul writes, “that, in reference to 
your former manner of life, you lay aside the old self, which is being corrupted in accordance with the lusts of 
deceit, (notice that sin is still at work in us, still talking to us, still tempting and corrupting us (which is probably not 
news to you) and that you be renewed in the spirit of your mind, and put on the new self, which in {the likeness of} 
God has been created in righteousness and holiness of the truth.”   I realized that the path from the old me to the 
new me was through my mind; that before I could live a new life, I needed to have a new mind; that I needed to 
think differently.  Notice that Paul calls sin “the lusts of deceit.”  Sin’s power in our lives is the power of deception 
and as long as I think the way I’ve always thought, I’ll behave the way I’ve always behaved, no matter how often I 
ask Jesus to change me.  It is the truth that makes us free, that renews our minds, and changes our lives. I had not 
been cooperating with God’s plan for changing me.  I had not been renewing my mind, coming to the Scriptures to 
find out what’s true and then applying it.  Ever since then, whenever I become aware of an area of my life that 
needs to change, I start with my thinking.  For example, I struggled with procrastination all my life.  In college, I 
would wait until the last possible minute to buy my text books and begin studying for tests.  I told myself that I 
needed the pressure to focus my mind.  I procrastinated on everything, putting things off, living an undisciplined, 
unplanned, and ineffective life.  When I realized that the root of my problem was my thinking, I went through all of 
Proverbs, writing down every proverb that dealt with diligence, laziness, sluggards, disorganization and planning.  
Then I memorized them all, well over 60 verses.  In the process I learned why I procrastinated, how to conquer 
procrastination and all the reasons it was to my very great benefit to conquer procrastinating.  And as my thinking 
changed, my behavior changed.  Truth changes people and that truth must come from outside of ourselves 
because we don’t have it otherwise.  We may get it from reading and studying the Bible ourselves or we may get it 
from others who read and study the Bible 
 
Paul was committed to people, so he was committed to telling them the truth.  Look at vs. 20-21.  “…how I did not 
shrink from declaring to you anything that was profitable and teaching you publically and from house to house, 
solemnly testifying to both Jews and Greeks of repentance toward God and faith in our Lord Jesus Christ.”   
Remember, Paul is reminding the Ephesian elders about his time with them and his commitment to teach them 
anything that would profit them, teaching both publically and privately, solemnly proclaiming the gospel to all and 
urging all to trust in Jesus.  Paul’s ministry was primarily a teaching ministry because he believed Jesus’ promise 
that “the truth will set you free.”  That’s why he says in vs. 23-27, “But I do not consider my life of any account as 
dear to myself, so that I may finish my course and the ministry which I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify 
solemnly of the gospel of the grace of God. And now, behold, I know that all of you, among whom I went about 



preaching the kingdom, will no longer see my face. Therefore, I testify to you this day that I am innocent of the 
blood of all men.  For I did not shrink from declaring to you the whole purpose of God.”  Paul believed that the 
heart of what God had called him to do was to preach the gospel and Paul embraced that mission to such an 
extent that he could say that he was innocent of the blood of all men because he did not fail to declare everything 
God had given him to declare.  In the Old Testament book of Ezekiel, God compares Ezekiel to a watchman on the 
walls of a city whose job is to sound the warning of approaching danger.  God tells Ezekiel that if he warns people 
of God’s coming judgment and they still refuse to repent, their blood is on their own heads, but if Ezekiel fails to 
warn them, their blood is on his head.  Paul uses that same picture to describe his motivation for telling the whole 
truth to the Ephesians.  I don’t think we need to take that literally that Paul fears punishment because his salvation 
like ours depends upon wholly on Christ and not on himself.  Rather, I think Paul is showing how seriously he took 
this commitment to proclaiming the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth.  Which is why he goes on to 
tell the elders, "Be on guard for yourselves and for all the flock, among which the Holy Spirit has made you 
overseers, to shepherd the church of God which He purchased with His own blood.  I know that after my departure 
savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from among your own selves men will arise, 
speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples after them. Therefore be on the alert, remembering that night 
and day for a period of three years I did not cease to admonish each one with tears. 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.” (Acts 20:28-32)  Paul tells the elders, “Remember, I taught you the whole counsel of God, day 
and night for three years.  Now your job is to teach others.”  
 
God works in people’s lives through His word and if I want to be useful to God, I need to be committed to studying, 
practicing and teaching that truth.  Jeff taught last week how it was the gospel itself which changed the culture of 
Asia. As people rejected the idols they had worshiped and began to worship the one true God, everything in their 
life changed and the same is true today.  According to the Bible, every human being is religious and if we don’t 
worship God, we put something else in His place and focus our life around that.  And because our idols are always 
less than God, the life which following those idols produces is less than the life God has designed for us to 
experience.  Later in Acts, Paul tells King Agrippa how Christ appeared to him as he was violently persecuting the 
church.  Jesus told him that He was the Christ and that he was sending Paul to the Gentiles  “…to open their eyes so 
that they may turn from darkness to light and from the dominion of Satan to God, that they may receive 
forgiveness of sins and an inheritance among those who have been sanctified by faith in Me.”  (Acts 26:18) That 
was Paul’s motivation; to do for others what Christ had done for him, opening his eyes to the truth so that he 
could turn from darkness to light and from the dominion of Satan to God.  That’s why Paul was so committed to 
telling people the truth – because Jesus had revealed the truth to him. We don’t just study the Bible for ourselves; 
we study for the sake of others.  People desperately need to know the truth; the truth about God and the truth 
about themselves; and that truth is found in the Scriptures.  But somebody has to find it and communicate it.  If 
you will do the hard work of mining the gold from the Scriptures and the hard work of sharing that gold with 
others; God will use you to turn people from darkness to light and from the dominion of Satan to the kingdom of 
God. 
 
Paul was useful to God because he was committed to people and to truth.  The problem is, a commitment to 
people and a commitment to truth always bring trouble.  People are messy, telling the truth is always 
uncomfortable, and being used by God can be hazardous to one’s health.  So the third commitment of the people 
God uses is a commitment to self-denial; to living for something greater than our selves.   I often ask God to use 
me but He always seems to wait until it’s inconvenient for me.  My neighbor finally wants to talk right when I’m 
about to watch the Warriors.   The best conversations at the pool seem to happen when I have the least time for 
them.   And people never come to me to ask how they can know Jesus; I always have to take the initiative and go 
to them, put myself out there without knowing what will happen.   There is always a cost for effective ministry and 
the more powerful the ministry, the higher the cost.  That’s why the third thing we learn about Paul and people 
who are used by God is a commitment to self-denial and to putting God’s agenda ahead of our own.  Look at 
verses 22-23. “And now, behold, bound in spirit, I am on my way to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me 
there, except the Holy Spirit solemnly testifies to me in every city, saying that bonds and afflictions await me.”  The 
reason Paul called this meeting is because this is the last time he will see them. “Bound in spirit” seems to imply 
something Paul feels he must do, something the Lord is leading him to do; in this case, go to Jerusalem; which is 



going into the lion’s mouth since he is hated by Jews in every place. Yet Paul insists on going.  "But I do not consider 
my life of any account as dear to myself, so that I may finish my course and the ministry which I received from the 
Lord Jesus, to testify solemnly of the gospel of the grace of God.”  (Acts 20:24) Paul gets to the heart of why his 
ministry had such an impact; his utter selflessness and self-forgetfulness.  If the gospel is true, then there is no 
price too high to pay to get the gospel to the lost. This is the heart that has driven missionaries to go to dangerous 
places and sacrifice their lives for dangerous people.  Effective mission is never casual, comfortable, or safe.  It will 
always require taking up my cross daily and being prepared to die, “not loving my life in the world,” in order to 
follow Christ fully.  I’ve found that the biggest single barrier between me and being used by God is my desire for 
safety, comfort and a good reputation.  Whenever the opportunity to serve people or to speak the truth doesn’t fit 
my schedule or convenience; or promises to bring conflict or discomfort or embarrassment; I often excuse myself.  
It’s so significant to me that as Paul talks about his ministry in Ephesus, he doesn’t even mention the extraordinary 
miracles God performed for him there.  He talks about his scars, his tears and his trials – because those are the 
marks of the true servant of Jesus.  No pain, no gain.  The truth is, I cannot follow Jesus without denying myself.  
 
That’s why Paul says in vs. 33-35, "I have coveted no one's silver or gold or clothes.  You yourselves know that these 
hands ministered to my {own} needs and to the men who were with me. In everything I showed you that by working 
hard in this manner you must help the weak and remember the words of the Lord Jesus, that He Himself said, 'It is 
more blessed to give than to receive.'" Paul closes his message to the Ephesian elders by reminding them that his 
motivation was what he could get but what he could give.  During his time in Ephesus, he worked as a tent maker 
and not only supported himself but the team of missionaries who were with him.  Paul worked from early in the 
morning until around noon making tents; and then rushed over to his rented space in the School of Tyrannus 
where he taught the Scriptures from 1 -5, and then in the evening, he either returned to tent making or visited the 
various house churches of Ephesus.  For Paul, ministry was sacrifice and hard work; denying himself, pushing 
himself and giving of himself.  I’ve noticed that effective ministry is always costly ministry and that the more I have 
to deny myself and push myself to serve others, the more God seems to bless that service.   
 
Of course, we naturally resist self-denial.  We’re drawn to comfort, safety, predictability and respectability.  What 
motivated Paul to deny himself?  Look at the motivation he gives the elders.  “In everything I showed you that by 
working hard in this manner you must help the weak and remember the words of the Lord Jesus, that He Himself 
said, 'It is more blessed to give than to receive.'"  What motivated Paul to deny himself?  He remembered Jesus; 
what Jesus said and what Jesus did.  Jesus’ life is proof that it is more blessed to give than to receive.  Earlier we 
read Philip. 2:5-11. I’m going to begin two verses earlier so you can see the context. “Do nothing from selfishness 
or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves; do not {merely} 
look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others. (There’s the idea of denying yourself 
for the sake of others.) Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, who, although He existed in 
the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a 
bond-servant, {and} being made in the likeness of men. Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself 
by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.  For this reason also, God highly exalted Him, 
and bestowed on Him the name which is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus EVERY KNEE WILL BOW, of 
those who are in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”  Why deny yourself – to be blessed.  Just look at Jesus.  He laid aside His 
rights and power as God Almighty and the unceasing worship of heaven to become one of us; to live among us so 
that we could know Him and He could know us.  His is the ultimate commitment to people.  And He came to reveal 
the truth about God and about us. He is the ultimate missionary, leaving heaven as a missionary to earth to turn us 
from darkness to light and from the dominion of Satan to the dominion of God.  And His is the ultimate in self-
denial.  The King of the Universe became a humble servant.  The Giver of life gave His life on the cross, dying the 
death we deserved to die so that our sins could be paid for and forgiven.  Jesus gave everything for us and as a 
result, God richly blessed Him, declaring Him to be the ruler of the universe and the Lord of everything and 
everyone.  That’s why Paul could deny himself.  He was just following Jesus, confident that just as God had blessed 
Jesus for denying Himself, He would bless Paul for following in Jesus’ steps.  However, being a Christian in more 
than simply imitating Christ.  Being a Christian is Christ reproducing Himself in us.  I have neither the desire or the 
power to deny myself, to lose my life, of to seek God’s will instead of my own.  But when Christ comes into our 
lives, He begins making us like Himself; giving us His desires and motives and freeing us from ourselves. 
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