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17 From Miletus he sent a message to Ephesus, asking the elders of the church to meet 
him. 18When they came to him, he said to them: 

‘You yourselves know how I lived among you the entire time from the first day that I set 
foot in Asia, 19serving the Lord with all humility and with tears, enduring the trials that 
came to me through the plots of the Jews. 20I did not shrink from doing anything helpful, 
proclaiming the message to you and teaching you publicly and from house to house, 21as 
I testified to both Jews and Greeks about repentance towards God and faith towards our 
Lord Jesus. 22And now, as a captive to the Spirit, I am on my way to Jerusalem, not 
knowing what will happen to me there, 23except that the Holy Spirit testifies to me in 
every city that imprisonment and persecutions are waiting for me. 24But I do not count 
my life of any value to myself, if only I may finish my course and the ministry that I 
received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the good news of God’s grace. 

25 ‘And now I know that none of you, among whom I have gone about proclaiming the 
kingdom, will ever see my face again. 26Therefore I declare to you this day that I am not 
responsible for the blood of any of you, 27for I did not shrink from declaring to you the 
whole purpose of God. 28Keep watch over yourselves and over all the flock, of which the 
Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God that he obtained 
with the blood of his own Son. 29I know that after I have gone, savage wolves will come 
in among you, not sparing the flock. 30Some even from your own group will come 
distorting the truth in order to entice the disciples to follow them. 31Therefore be alert, 
remembering that for three years I did not cease night or day to warn everyone with 
tears. 32And now I commend you to God and to the message of his grace, a message 
that is able to build you up and to give you the inheritance among all who are sanctified. 
33I coveted no one’s silver or gold or clothing. 34You know for yourselves that I worked 
with my own hands to support myself and my companions. 35In all this I have given you 
an example that by such work we must support the weak, remembering the words of 
the Lord Jesus, for he himself said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” ’ 

36 When he had finished speaking, he knelt down with them all and prayed. 37There was 
much weeping among them all; they embraced Paul and kissed him, 38grieving 
especially because of what he had said, that they would not see him again. Then they 
brought him to the ship. 
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Back in 1973, theological graduate students at Princeton Seminary were surveyed 

about the following question: Why are you entering the ministry? Is is for an innate 

reason (i.e. they cared for people)? Or is it for circumstantial reasons (i.e. their father was 

a minister)? After the survey, each of the students was told to offer a Bible study on the 

story of the Good Samaritan. Three groups were formed and each was given a different 

urgent time to come and offer an effective homily on the passage. 

On the way to the Chapel where they were to give their sermons, a man looking 

wounded lay on the sidewalk. As each of the students walked by, researchers observed 

who would stop to help the man in need. It may not come as a surprise but many failed 

to practice the story of the Good Samaritan on their way to teach the story. Interestingly, 

the majority of seminarians who walked past the man in need were the ones who were 

told they must get to the Chapel quickly. In other words, they knew the right thing to do, 

they just didn’t have time to do it. They were preoccupied with talking about compassion 

instead of practicing compassion.i 

Good thing for me…this study took place in 1973. And good thing this study wasn’t 

about simplicity. 

During the season of Lent here at First Christian, we have been wrestling with the 

spiritual discipline of simplicity. For the last four weeks we have been talking about 

renovating your spiritual life through the practice of simplicity. Four weeks ago we talked 

about finding balance by being satisfied with enough (what one hand can hold) and not 

living life always wanting more (what both hands can hold). Three weeks ago, we 

reflected on the inner simplicity that comes with putting Christ at the center of our 

decision-making - an experience of loving God with heart, soul, mind, and strength. This, 

we said, is how we see what God wants us to see and do what God wants us to do. And, 

two weeks ago, we talked about how relationships start out simple but seldom stay that 

way. Yet, loving our neighbor as ourselves is the core value of any kinship or friendship, 

and that keeps us from simply asking what’s in it for me. 
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Many of you have resonated with this worship series. You’ve sent notes and shared 

with me the a-ha moments this series has revealed in your own lives, as well as the 

challenges that come with trying to practice the discipline of simplicity. But last week, 

when we talked about the simplicity of our resources, it really hit home for some of you. 

You could relate to my reality that, given the number of shirts in my closet and t-shirts in 

my drawers, I could go almost three months without repeating an outfit. For you, it might 

not have been excess clothes, but excess tools or excess furniture or excess collectibles. 

Last week, I suggested that practicing simplicity with your resources might require 

downsizing or a better-set budget. I added that some of us might need to unplug from 

consumptive society by doing things like unsubscribing from email advertisements, eating 

sensibly and sensitively, or spending hours in the garden rather than in the office. I even 

suggested changing your travel patterns, moving your destinations from self-indulgent to 

significant. Maybe, I said, instead of just traveling to a resort, you should give your travel 

purpose and include travel to places of anguish and pain and human need. 

If some of this struck a chord with you, it struck a nerve with my family. Jodi teased 

me all week that I was preaching the sermon to her – all about the number of sale ads she 

gets in her email and, perhaps, the shopping she had been doing while I was writing the 

sermon. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Text messages started flying on our family group 

chat last Sunday afternoon about what this meant for our summer plans. After all, just 

four days prior, eleven of us booked a week-long stay in San Antonio. “Are we going to 

have to change destinations and do some mission work instead?” one family member 

asked. 

How could I forget? How could I forget about this trip when writing last week’s 

sermon? Well, it’s entirely possible that I was preoccupied with talking about simplicity 

rather than practicing simplicity. But, if there is a silver lining to this, it is that I now truly 

believe what Richard Foster says about simplicity: there is a real complexity to simplicity. Yes, 

as I well-demonstrated, the discipline of simplicity is hard. So, as we conclude this series 
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this morning by considering how the discipline of simplicity impacts the church, I want to 

be sure we don’t forget anything. I want to help the church get this right. If only there 

was a book to help us…a book about what it means to be a simple church. 

Luckily there is. Back in 2006, Thom Rainer and Eric Geiger wrote a book called 

Simple Church. The premise of their book was the question: do people know Christ, stay 

with the church, plug into a ministry, and contribute to the body of Christ? In other 

words, are people being transformed and is the church making disciples, or is everyone 

just busy? 

While the majority of this book focuses on how churches can help their members take 

the next step in discipleship – a topic for another day – Rainer and Geiger coined a 

phrase that describes what a simple church isn’t. They called it ministry schizophrenia. 

Ministry schizophrenia occurs when churches and church leaders are not sure who they 

are. There is no clarity about their fundamental identity. As a result, programs and 

ministries run in a disjointed and frantic fashion, moving in a multiplicity of directions. 

No one knows what to expect.ii The church calendar is filled with lots of good things, but 

Bible studies are placed equally beside the church softball team. These “complex 

churches” are hardly an environment for spiritual transformation. 

So how do we determine what a simple church looks like and acts like? For that we 

need to go to another book…the New Testament book of Acts. 

Our scripture lesson this morning from Acts 20 details Paul’s succession speech to the 

Ephesian elders. Before heading to Jerusalem and an uncertain future, Paul asked the 

elders from Ephesus to meet him in Miletus. Luke, the gospel writer and author of Acts, 

doesn’t spend any time on the curious logistics of this meeting because the attention is on 

what Paul told the elders when they arrived. As you heard a moment ago, Paul reminded 

them of what he did to help create the church in Ephesus. He lived among them, he 

served the Lord, and he endured trials. He also told them that in his preaching and 

teaching, he did not shrink from doing anything helpful – which could also be translated, 
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“I did not hesitate to tell you what was for your own good.”iii All of us know someone 

like that – a parent…a good friend…a boss. All of us need someone like that who’s not 

afraid to tell us the truth. This had been Paul’s pastoral obligation to the Ephesian church. 

But now, Paul told them, they were going to have to take these roles on without him. 

Chances are, Paul said, you won’t see me again – perhaps a reference to the uncertainty 

that awaited him in Jerusalem but just as likely an indicator that Paul’s intentions to go to 

Rome and Spain would occupy the remainder of his years. Therefore, I’m preparing you 

for what’s to come. You’ve got to keep watch over yourselves. As elders, you need to 

shepherd the church of God, staying alert for those who would lead you astray. In my 

absence, you’ve got to continue to do the things I did for you – preaching and teaching 

the whole purpose of God. And, don’t forget, I didn’t do this for financial gain. I worked 

with my own hands. It wasn’t about amassing possessions but about serving the common 

good and bringing glory to God. That’s what Jesus said – help the poor and the 

powerless. That’s now your responsibility. 

Preaching and teaching and caring – those things seem like characteristics of a simple 

church. But why the notes about possessions and work? New Testament theologian 

Robert Wall suggests that those verses about possessions and hard work and giving to the 

poor weren’t just a throw-away reminder. Instead, everything the church proclaimed 

hinged on it. If people were to believe the good news of the gospel, the church would 

need to model what that looked like. The simplicity of their lifestyles and the sharing of 

their resources made more concrete the truth of God’s generosity towards everyone. In 

other words, a word about God’s grace would be tested in the real world by whether their 

goods were handled graciously or greedily.iv A few simple practices by the church and its 

members would determine if the message would be heard. 

In his now 100-year-old book, The Unrecognized Christ, pastor and teacher John Gardner 

tells the story about one of his students who went as a missionary to New Guinea. After 

some years of service, he returned and came to see Gardner. “Tell me what you found at 
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your station in New Guinea,” Gardner said. “I found something that looked more 

hopeless than if I had been sent into the jungle to a lot of tigers.” “What do you mean?” 

asked Gardner. “The people were...utterly devoid of moral sense,” the former student 

said. “They were worse than beasts. If a mother were carrying her little baby, and the 

baby began to cry, she would throw it into the ditch and let it die. If a man saw his father 

break his leg, he would leave him upon the roadside to die. They had no compassion 

whatever. They did not know what it meant.” 

“Well, what did you do for people like that? Did you preach to them?” Gardner asked. 

“Preach! No, I lived!” his student replied. “Lived? How did you live?” “When I saw a 

forsaken baby crying, I comforted it. When I saw a man with a broken leg, I mended it. 

When I saw people in distress, I took them in and pitied them. I took care of them. I 

lived that way. And those people began to come to me and say, `What does this mean? 

What are you doing this for?' Then I had my chance and I preached the Gospel.” 

Gardner pondered this for a moment and then asked his student: “Did you succeed?” 

“When I left,” said his student, “I left a church.”v 

Paul lived among the Ephesians. He worked among them. He preached and taught 

among them. He watched over them in love. And in a city known for having an 

acquisitive culture, he helped model a different way of living. When Paul left, he left a 

church. 

A simple church is one that faithfully lives what it preaches and teaches. It’s one that 

lives alongside, modeling Christ-like compassion and grace. It’s one that lives in, but 

holds values that seemingly run counter to the prevailing culture. It’s one that lives what 

Mennonite theologian Alan Kreider calls a question-posing life. “Why do they live like 

that?” 

Next Sunday is Palm Sunday and the beginning of Holy Week. And as Holy Week 

unfolds, so do the answers to why we live like that. For in that week we will, as a church, 

celebrate the goodness of God and our life together. We will, in bread and cup, be 
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reminded that we have been set free from the things that enslave us – sin and the 

complexities of the world. We will see, in the cross, a reminder that we are loved (a 

vertical beam) and that we are to love (a horizontal beam). And when we get to Easter 

two weeks from now, we will proclaim the new life which is what the practice of 

simplicity is all about; which the practice of simplicity we’ve focused on these past five 

weeks opens us up more fully to experience. What we’ve been preparing for during the 

season of Lent is to be a simple church – to be women and men associated with the 

saving work of Christ and his lordship…not just during Holy Week but throughout our 

common life every day. 

What Paul modeled for us is the fact that our commitment to this saving work and the 

lordship of Christ can’t be halfway. When he concluded his speech and his 

commissioning of the Ephesian elders, emotions ran high. There was much weeping. 

They embraced Paul and kissed him. They grieved especially because they would not see 

him again. These were signs of deep relationship. And they were a reminder that the 

Christian faith is not a matter of cool objectivity or a part-time endeavor. Instead, being a 

Christ-follower passionately involves our whole being. 

At 7:00 pm on October 20, 1968, a few thousand spectators remained in the Mexico 

City Olympic Stadium. It was cool and dark. The last of the marathon runners, each 

exhausted, were being carried off to first-aid stations. More than an hour earlier, Mamo 

Wolde of Ethiopia - looking as fresh as when he started the race - crossed the finish line, 

the winner of the 26-mile, 385-yard event. 

As the remaining spectators prepared to leave, those sitting near the marathon gates 

suddenly heard the sound of sirens and police whistles. All eyes turned to the gate. A lone 

figure wearing the colors of Tanzania entered the stadium. His name was John Stephen 

Akhwari. He was the last man to finish the marathon. His leg bloodied and bandaged, 

severely injured in a fall, he grimaced with each step. He hobbled around the 400-meter 

track. The spectators rose and applauded him as if he were the winner. After crossing the 



8 

finish line, Akhwari slowly walked off the field without turning to the cheering crowd. In 

view of his injury and having no chance of winning a medal, someone asked him why he 

had not quit. He replied, “My country did not send me 7,000 miles to start the race. They 

sent me 7,000 miles to finish it.”vi 

Along the journey of simplicity, like any spiritual practice, there are going to be some 

stumbles. We’re going to unintentionally miss some opportunities along the way. But we 

weren’t called to simply start this spiritual practice. We were called to keep going - to 

press on towards the finish line. In a world consumed by consumption, divided by 

division, and overwhelmed by the overwhelm, our efforts toward simplicity will be 

challenged. But if we – this simple church - are passionately committed to caring for the 

flock entrusted to us - shepherding every person to encounter the abundant peace of 

Christ – then the question that will be asked after “why are they like that?” will be “can I 

be like that, too?” 
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