
“Be On Your Guard” 
(Acts 20:28-31)   

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  Paul was heading towards Jerusalem.   
a.  He wanted to be there on the day of Pentecost.   

(i)  As it was on that day so many years earlier when the Lord poured out His Spirit, 
many Jews from all the surrounding regions would be there.   

(ii)  Paul would then have a tremendous opportunity to minister the Gospel.   
(iii)  This time, however, it would be mainly through his imprisonment.   
 

b.  But as we might expect, he also tried to make the best use of his time along the way:   
(i)  For the first leg of the voyage, Paul went by land while his companions went by 

sea, that he might minister the Gospel in route.   
(ii)  He did, however, have to pass by Ephesus, since spending time in Asia would 

have made him late for the feast.   
(iii)  But not wanting to lose the opportunity to minister to them, he called for the 

elders from Miletus to exhort and encourage them – in this way, through their 
ministry he would be able to affect all the saints in that church.   

 
2.  Last week, we considered the encouragements Paul gave them from his own life:   

a.  His faithfulness in Christ’s service:   
(i)  His humility in being willing to be hated and mistreated for Christ’s sake.   
(ii)  His sincerity in his genuine concern for the welfare of Christ’s church.   
(iii)  His willingness to suffer at the hands of the Jews for his faithfulness to Christ.   
(iv)  His purpose to preach the whole counsel of God:  to tell men what they needed 

to hear to be saved – the Jew that the ceremonial law and circumcision couldn’t 
save him, the Gentile that he must forsake his idols and worship the true God.   

 
b.  His example of self-sacrifice:   

(i)  He knew there were bonds and afflictions waiting for him in Jerusalem, but he 
was still willing to go.   

(ii)  Why?  Because he was prepared even to die for Christ – if you’re willing to do 
the greater, the lesser won’t be that difficult.   

 
c.  Last, he exhorted them through his example to make sure they were free from the 

blood of all men by being faithful witnesses to the Gospel:   
(i)  He had been faithful to declare the truth to everyone he saw.   
(ii)  He didn’t focus on trying to be a popular speaker, just an accurate one.   
(iii)  And because of this he would not be responsible for anyone’s destruction.   
(iv)  These are all good encouragements to live by.   
 

B.  But Paul wasn’t finished – he now turns from encouragement to warning:   
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1.  They were to be on their guard for themselves and for the whole church.   
a.  They were Christ’s appointed shepherds to protect the flock.   
b.  Paul was about to be taken from them; the enemy would send false teachers to lead 

God’s people astray.   
c.  Some of their own number would begin to believe and teach false doctrine.   
d.  Paul wanted them to know this ahead of time so that they would be ready when it 

came.   
e.  And the Lord recorded this for us so we would be prepared as well.   
 

2.  From this, let’s consider two things:   
a.  The reality of spiritual warfare.   
b.  And the need to be on our guard.   
 

II.  Sermon.   
A.  First, the reality of spiritual warfare:  “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” (vv. 29-30).   
1.  There is a battle going on all around us that is spiritual in nature.   

a.  The kingdom of darkness fights against the kingdom of light, its members and all 
that it stands for.   

b.  Satan hates us and would destroy us if he could.  Even if he can’t, he’ll still do 
everything he can to disarm and neutralize us.   

c.  That’s why Paul exhorted the Ephesians to “be strong in the Lord and in the strength 
of His might” (Eph. 6:10), and to “put on the full armor of God, so that you will be 
able to stand firm against the schemes of the devil” (v. 11).   

d.  If we’re not aware of the warfare and don’t use the weapons and armor the Lord 
provides, we will become casualties of the war.   
(i)  If we’re true saints, we won’t be lost.   
(ii)  But we may become spiritually dull and weak, and unable to do anything of any 

spiritual value.   
 
2.  To further equip us, we need to remember how Satan works.  Paul gives us two of his 

main strategies here:   
a.  First, by sending his people into the flock from without.   

(i)  Paul speaks of them here as wolves – they’re not literal wolves, of course, just as 
the church is not a literal flock.   

(ii)  They are those who seek to deceive and drag some of the flock away with their 
false teaching.   

(iii)  Paul warns them as Jesus earlier warned his disciples, “Beware of the false 
prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves.  
You will know them by their fruits.  Grapes are not gathered from thorn bushes 
nor figs from thistles, are they?  So every good tree bears good fruit, but the bad 
tree bears bad fruit.  A good tree cannot produce bad fruit, nor can a bad tree 
produce good fruit.  Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and 
thrown into the fire.  So then, you will know them by their fruits” (Matt. 7:15-20).   
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(iv)  Jesus tells us how we can recognize them:  By their teaching – they are 
unorthodox – and by the fruits of their lives – their teachings result in greater sin, 
not righteousness.   

(v)  They’re not really coming to help the congregation – though they may say that’s 
what they want to do – but themselves – wolves come only to eat.   

(vi)  The world is full of these false prophets:   
(a)  In the disciples’ day, there was Simon Magus, Cerinthus, the Judaizers, 

among others.   
(b)  We’re still feeling the effects of Mohammed, Joseph Smith, Brigham Young, 

Charles Taze Russell, Judge Rutherford, Sun Myung Moon, among others.   
(c)  Today, we have such false prophets as Kenneth Copeland, Kenneth Hagan, 

Benny Hinn, and Robert Tilton, among others.   
(d)  We also have extreme views within Reformed Circles, such as Federal 

Vision, some radical historic redemptive views, and attacks on the 
commandments (the Sabbath Day, for instance), all which compromise the 
truth.   

(e)  Some of these may be sincere, some not, but the net result is the same 
whenever we are encouraged to depart from the truth.   

 
b.  Paul also speaks of those who will rise in the local congregation:  “And from among 

your own selves men will arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away the disciples 
after them” (v. 30).   
(i)  These false teacher originate from somewhere.   
(ii)  Often it is from the church – from a local congregation.   
(iii)  Either the teachings from without affect them, or they come to an unbiblical 

position on their own and try to infect others with it.   
(iv)  This is why we need to be careful of novel views:   

(a)  It’s possible we may stumble on some previously unknown truth.   
(b)  But if it contradicts the positions the true church has maintained and defended 

for centuries, we must be very careful – they are more wrong often than not.   
 

c.  Certainly, there are other ways Satan attacks us:   
(i)  Through the world, by enticing our flesh and provoking us to sin.   
(ii)  But these are two of his most dangerous schemes.   

 
B.  That’s why Paul told the Ephesian elders and through them the Spirit is telling us, we need 

to be on our guard:  “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. . . .  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” (vv. 28, 31).   
1.  Paul, the one who had cared and watched out for them, was leaving:  “I know that after 

my departure savage wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock” (v. 29).   
a.  While he was there, they were safe, just as the disciples were safe as long as Jesus 

was with them.   
b.  He was a good shepherd, like His Lord, who said of Himself, “The thief comes only 

to steal and kill and destroy; I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.  
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I am the good shepherd; the good shepherd lays down His life for the sheep.  He who 
is a hired hand, and not a shepherd, who is not the owner of the sheep, sees the wolf 
coming, and leaves the sheep and flees, and the wolf snatches them and scatters 
them.  He flees because he is a hired hand and is not concerned about the sheep” 
(John 10: 10-13).   

c.  Paul may not have done this perfectly, as Jesus had done, but he did so adequately – 
he was a bulwark against the enemy’s attacks.   

d.  This is the blessing of having godly, knowledgeable, and concerned elders.   
 

2.  After Paul left, the elders would need to take up this charge; and so he admonished 
them:   
a.  First, to be on guard for themselves:   

(i)  They must guard their hearts and minds from false doctrine and from sin.   
(ii)  They must see clearly to help the flock see clearly.   
(iii)  If they were blinded, they would very likely lead the congregation into a ditch 

(Matt. 15:14).   
 

b.  Secondly, they must be on guard for all the flock:   
(i)  They were to make sure the saints were walking in the truth.   
(ii)  Why?  The Spirit appointed them for this reason.   

(a)  To shepherd – to guide, nurture, sustain, care for – the flock Christ purchased 
at the great price of His own blood.   

(b)  Paul knew the time was coming when they must bear this responsibility, 
which is why he admonished them for three years with tears (v. 31).   

 
c.  This is wise counsel for all the people of God.   

(i)  Having godly elders is a great blessing, but we shouldn’t let our faithfulness 
depend solely on them:  we need to be able to stand on our own spiritual feet.   

(ii)  We need to be on guard, not only that we are not deceived and carried away by 
false doctrine, not only that we don’t reach the point where we’re trying to 
convert others to a false position, but we need to make sure that we are holding to 
the truth and helping others to do the same.   

(iv)  We must be on guard for ourselves, and for all the flock.   
(a)  By feeding ourselves on the good Word of God.   
(b)  Comparing what we hear with the touchstone of truth.   
(c)  Putting on the full armor of God.   
(d)  Praying without ceasing for ourselves and for all the saints.   
(e)  Being faithful in worship and prayer.   
(f)  If we guard our own hearts and minds, we can and will be the means of 

helping others stay the course, or find their way to Christ.   
(g)  May the Lord grant that we may, and that we may further be strengthened to 

do this through the Lord’s Table.  Amen.    


