
 

   

Bound By the Gospel 
ACTS 20:17-38 
8/1/2021 

 

LEARN  
• Use your preferred Bible study method to read and explore Acts 20:17-38. Read 20:1-16 or 

listen to “Called to Encourage” in the message archive. 

• Read through the Teaching Plan. Record your insights for personal reflection and application 

and use them to interact with your group during the discussions. Read the Commentary and 
use it when applicable. NOTE: The “Discuss” questions are now included in the group guide. 

• Review Paul’s ministry in Acts up to this point. What were his hopes, fears, and frustrations? 
What dangers did he face? What harm did he endure? How did he persevere? What did you 

learn from this and what are you going to apply?  

LEAD 

• Plan your session so there is an adequate amount of time for the three discussions.  

• Use the Application questions as takeaways that people can share the following week. Or use 
them in your discussion. Do what’s best for your group as led by the Spirit. 

• Encourage your group to be in disciple relationships where they are discipling a fellow 
believer and being discipled by another.  

• Highlight the connection between Paul’s total commitment to the cause of Christ and his 
effectiveness in ministry.   

LOVE  
• Serve in the pre-school, children, or student ministries. It’s not too late. Text SERVE to 757-742-

5558.    

• Pray for the believers at First Norfolk to seek to increase our love for Christ so we will be 
committed to serving Him in the power of the Spirit. 

https://www.firstnorfolk.org/messagearchive.aspx
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Bound By the Gospel 
ACTS 20:17-38 
8/1/2021 
 

MAIN POINT 
The church fulfills her calling when we are bound by the gospel. 

OPEN 
• Prayer / Welcome / Announcements: firstnorfolk.org/thisweek 

• Ask the assistant group leader to mark attendance for your group and review the small group 

guidelines. 

INTRODUCTION 
As your group time begins, use this section to introduce the topic of discussion. 

Have you ever been committed to something in an extraordinary way? What was it? 
How did it impact your life and the lives of those around you? 

Our lives tend to be very busy. Between work, school, childcare, elder care, self-care, household 
chores and more, we can easily fill every waking minute of every day. But how does the gospel 

fit in to our lives? Does it get squeezed into a slot on Sunday mornings? Or does it permeate 
everything we are and everything we do? If we want to do our part to help the church fulfill her 
calling, we must be bound by the gospel—leading exemplary lives and being witnesses of Jesus’ 
great sacrifice.     

UNDERSTANDING 
Unpack the biblical text to discover what the Scripture says or means about a particular topic.  

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ ACTS 20:17-21 
 

• What was Paul’s motive for ministry?  

• What was Paul’s manner of ministry? What kind of example did he set? 

• What was Paul’s message? How did he impart it? What was its impact? 

   

 

 

 

 

 

Who do you know personally who has a pure motive for ministry, 
sets an exemplary example for other Christians to follow, and 
regularly shares the gospel with love and conviction even in 
uncomfortable circumstances? What can you learn from this 
person? How will you put what you learn into practice? 

 
DISCUSS 

https://www.firstnorfolk.org/thisweek
https://s3-us-west-1.amazonaws.com/faithnetworkuserfilestore/FAITHNETWORK_USERFILESTORE/FAITHNETWORK_USERFILESTORE/filecabinet/ministries/b9397dc8-e5f8-4c3d-a852-ae06f77c736e/SMALL%20GROUP%20GUIDELINES.pdf
https://s3-us-west-1.amazonaws.com/faithnetworkuserfilestore/FAITHNETWORK_USERFILESTORE/FAITHNETWORK_USERFILESTORE/filecabinet/ministries/b9397dc8-e5f8-4c3d-a852-ae06f77c736e/SMALL%20GROUP%20GUIDELINES.pdf
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HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ ACTS 20:22-27 
 

• Where was Paul headed? What awaited him there? Why did he go? What can we learn 

from this?  

• Why must believers share the complete, unvarnished truth of the gospel?  

 

 

 

 

 

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ ACTS 20:28-38 
 

• What dangers come from outside the church? What dangers come from within the church? 
What can happen to the body of Christ and the church’s ability to fulfill her calling if church 

leaders do not take Paul’s warnings seriously?  

• In this week’s passage Paul shows us his pastoral heart—the deep love he had for the 
churches under his care. He encouraged, warned, and prayed. What impact do you think this 

had on the elders? What can we learn from his actions?   

 

 

 

 

  

Have you ever been compelled to go somewhere, do something, or 
say something despite the chance of spiritual, physical, or emotional 
harm? Describe your experience. What did you learn from it? How 
can you apply what you learned the next time you share the gospel?  

DISCUSS 

Paul ended his pastoral message with a quote from Jesus. What verse 
does he reference? What purpose did it serve for the elders? What 
purpose does it serve for believers today?   

DISCUSS 
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APPLICATION 

What needs to change in our lives so that we consistently demonstrate we are bound by 
the gospel?  

• How can we encourage other believers, warn each other about false teachers and 
selfish leaders, and pray for one another? 

• How can we devote ourselves to the study of God’s word to learn more about Him 
and the truth of His gospel? 

• How can we come to love Jesus in such a way that we are committed to sharing the 
gospel for His sake and the sake of those who are far from God? 

PRAYER 
Pray for believers at First Norfolk to disciple one another towards a stronger commitment to the 
truth of the gospel and its spread throughout all the nations. 

COMMENTARY 
ACTS 20:17-38 

20:17. Paul’s ship landed at the port of Miletus, 30 miles south of Ephesus. He sent for the leaders 
of the Ephesian church to come to him. Paul had decided to sail past Ephesus because he was in a 

hurry to reach Jerusalem by the Feast of Pentecost. However, for a messenger to go to Miletus 
and return with the leaders would have taken at least three days. Perhaps Paul thought that if he 
visited Ephesus he would not be able to pull himself away from the many friends he had made 

during his three-year ministry there. 

The leaders who hastened to Paul at Miletus are called elders. Later in his address Paul called 
them “overseers” (20:28). The terms refer to the same group. Paul called the leaders to Miletus in 
order to instruct them. Of all Paul’s speeches in Acts, the Miletus address is most like his letters. 

20:18. This verse sets the theme of the entire speech. Ephesus was the main city of Asia, and Paul 
had ministered there for three years. The Ephesian elders had ample opportunity to observe 
Paul’s style of ministry. Paul often urged his converts to imitate him (see Phil. 3:17). We are wrong 
to view this as arrogance on Paul’s part. He was ministering primarily to Gentiles who came from 

various religious and cultural backgrounds. The Christian lifestyle was a radically different way of 
life. 

20:19. Paul reminded the Ephesians how he had not always found his ministry among them to be 
easy. He particularly focused on the opposition of the Jews. The account of Paul’s ministry in 

Ephesus does not include any particular Jewish plots against Paul, but it does point out that Paul 
had to abandon his witness in the synagogue when opposition arose (Acts 19:9). Such experiences 
reminded the elders that Christian servants often encounter opposition and hardship. 

20:20. Paul had witnessed about the gospel both publicly and from house to house. One of the 
main settings for his public witness had been his daily discussions in the lecture hall of Tyrannus 
(19:9). The word translated preach means to tell or announce, which implies preaching the gospel. 
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Such preaching is aimed at leading people to Christ. The word for taught is used to describe 
instruction, which implies teaching those who already are believers, instructing them in the faith 

and in the Christian lifestyle. Paul stressed that his ministry in Ephesus had been completely open; 
his work was done publicly. He had hidden nothing from anyone. Later in his address Paul warned 
the elders that false teachers were coming in the future who would be “savage wolves” ravaging 
“the flock” (20:29- 30). 

20:21. Paul’s witness had been inclusive. He had preached to both Jews and Greeks. Paul 
described his open witness as centering on two essential aspects of Christian commitment. First, 
people must turn to God in repentance. For Gentiles, this meant they must abandon their gods 
and acknowledge God as the One true God. For Jew and Gentile alike it meant that they must 

repent of their sins, for all are sinners and under the judgment of God (Rom. 3:23). Second, 
people must have faith in our Lord Jesus. There is no forgiveness of sins apart from faith in the 
One who died for those sins. 

20:22-23. Paul was willing to risk dangers because he felt compelled by the Spirit to make the 

journey. The Spirit had a task for him to complete that eventually would take him to Rome where 
he would bear witness before Caesar (Acts 27:24). The task involved much hardship, but Paul was 
committed to Christ and willing to follow wherever His Spirit led. 

20:24. Physical survival was not high on Paul’s list of priorities. Instead, he placed supreme value 
on fulfilling the Lord’s purposes for his life. Paul’s goal was to complete the task the Lord Jesus 
had given him—the task of testifying to the gospel of God’s grace. No one had experienced 
God’s grace more profoundly than Paul himself. He once had been a persecutor of Christ’s church, 

but Christ had turned him completely around. Paul’s calling was to lead as many as possible to the 
good news of God’s saving grace in Christ. 

20:25-27. Paul’s claim that he is innocent of blood, references to future errors that the church may 
have. Paul is only accountable for what he has done, he puts the accountability onto the elders of 

the Ephesian church. His confidence in his work was because he did not shrink from declaring the 
whole purpose of God. 

20:28-30. The leaders had to guard their personal purity by guarding themselves. The last part 
of the exhortation points to the atoning death of Christ. Paul had insight into the future of the 

Ephesian church. His warnings must have put fear into the leaders. Paul’s warnings were realized 
as he wrote to Timothy a decade later addressing the false teachers that had come. 

20:31-32. Paul again references his time with the Ephesians, pointing out the work he had done 

and then handing the reigns to the elders. They were to rely on god and the word of his grave to 
be built up and supported in their ministry. 

20:33-34. Paul had not coveted anyone’s silver or gold or clothing. In Paul’s world, precious 
metals and clothes ranked high on the list of wealth. The Ephesians knew that Paul had shown no 

concern for accumulating money for himself. They had seen how he refused any support from 
them. He supported himself and his coworkers by his own labor. His usual pattern was to work at 
his trade rather than accept pro- vision from the Christian community. He explicitly referred to this 
being the case when he ministered in Corinth and Thessalonica (1 Cor. 4:12; 1 Thess. 2:9). 

20:35. Paul concluded his speech with an emphasis on the proper relationship to material goods. 
He quoted Jesus as having said “It is more blessed to give than to receive.” This saying is not 
found in the four Gospels. Jesus’ saying expresses more than the general principle that giving 
often brings greater joy than receiving, although that is certainly true. Jesus described the giver 

as one who is blessed, using the same word that He used in the familiar Beatitudes (Matt. 5:3-11). 



 

 Page 6 of 6 

The blessed people are those who have received the greatest blessing of all, the gift of God’s 
salvation in Christ. 

20:26-28. What a touching scene, this tearful prayer meeting and farewell at Miletus. The 
obvious love between Paul and the elders stands as a model for us today, which Francis Schaeffer 
so often called the mark of the church. Marshall captures the scene. 

 

The display of emotion with tears and kisses would be natural enough in the culture 
of that time. The kiss is here a sign of affection rather than the more formal “holy 
kiss” of Christian worship. The last impression left by the scene is the conviction that 
Paul will not be able to see them again. There is a finality about his ensuing 

journey to Jerusalem. We may well see a certain parallel between Jesus, setting 
his face to go to Jerusalem to certain death, and Paul, conscious that he was going 
to imprisonment and not expecting to see his friends again (Marshall, 337). 

 

 

 


