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Grace Presbyterian Church    September 27, 2020 

Psalm 91, Matthew 10: 17-31, Acts 20: 17, 25-35 

"What reward is there for Church Leadership?" 

Pastor Jonathan 

 

A friend recently asked me whether I was happy to have been a pastor all 

these years. When I asked what “happy” means, they said, “Was it life 

giving for you?” This question went very deep into my soul, and I wanted to 

be completely honest with my friend. I reflected on the nine congregations 

and ministries I have served over my adult life, and frankly, I remember the 

failures, challenges and losses more than the successes, joys and 

celebrations. Clearly, there have been both in every place I have served, but 

can you call me a happy pastor…? Then I remembered everything Jesus 

would say to every follower of His, but especially to the leaders. 

 

He didn’t mince any words. You have heard the Bible readings; especially 

the one from Matthew is hard to listen to.  Turn with me to that passage in 

Matthew 10: 17-31. In the Matthew passage from chapter 10 where Jesus 

sends out the twelve, Jesus warns them about what it means to be in good 

relationship with Him as you seek to share that relationship with others.  He 

warns them. He warns us.  You may come under persecution for following 

Jesus, from people who know you, or strangers. You could face penalties, 

jail and worse. (v. 17) You could be brought before government officials, 

prime ministers, ministers, officers, even presidents and royalty. But if you 

find yourself having to defend your relationship to Jesus, don’t worry about 

the exact wording, the Holy Spirit will give you the words at the right time. 

(v. 18-19) God Himself will speak through you. I trust this is happening 

right now in your lives. 

 

It can get worse. Siblings and parents may betray you to the authorities in 

troubled times. Children may have you arrested for your faith, as some 

aspect of your relationship to Jesus becomes illegal. (v. 21-22) And if that 

isn’t the current state of affairs in Canada, go to the Voice of the Martyrs 

web site for many countries in the world where this is happening, right now. 

https://www.vomcanada.com/News-Articles/ 

 

When people choose to dislike you or hate you because of your relationship 

to Jesus, stand firm, and accept that you will be saved because of that 

relationship. (v. 22) You may have to move, for safety’s sake, and in the 

https://www.vomcanada.com/News-Articles/
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Lord’s plan. This is part of the teaching historically for Christians 

worldwide.  

 

Then Jesus goes on to say, “Don’t expect better treatment than I/Jesus have 

received during my earthly ministry.” The student is not better than his/her 

teacher. (v. 24-25) Jesus had many successes and miracles and healings as a 

part of his earthly ministry. But remember where he found himself at the 

end, tortured to death. The cross is an uncomfortable reflection. But Jesus 

calls us to take up our crosses and follow Him. (Vv. 38-39; Matthew 16: 24-

26) Jesus expands on what this means in this section of chapter 10 of 

Matthew. 

 

They called Jesus Beelzebub. That is one of the devil’s names. It means, 

“Lord of the flies.” Flies, houseflies and the like, are great at distracting you 

from your purpose in life, from your current activity. They buzz around, 

having pitched on dog dirt and the like. They masterfully try to distract you 

from the mission God has put you on, as a follower of His. Don’t be 

distracted. Don’t be afraid of the persecution and challenges that face you as 

a follower of Jesus. (v. 26) 

 

Don’t hide Jesus’ message of humanity’s sinful need, and the forgiveness of 

sins available through Jesus. We can be reunited to God through Jesus. We 

can express the truth as He whispers the Scriptures in our ears, and tell 

others. (v. 26-27)  

 

Don’t be afraid of those who may have the power to hurt you, or even 

destroy you. Rather remember the One who can and will judge us all at the 

end of time, at the end of our lives, who makes eternal decisions about us, 

based on that relationship to Jesus. Don’t deny your relationship to Him, no 

matter how strongly it is threatened. (v. 28) 

 

The tone changes in vv. 29-31. Jesus reminds us about the character of His 

Father. He tells us that little birds like sparrows are not sold for very much 

money at the pet store. God knows every one of these. He knows their lives 

and the details of them. He knows our lives. How well does He know our 

lives? He knows the hairs on your head and can number them. Now, that’s 

not about whether you have a lot of hair on your head or not. That’s about 

the intimacy of the knowledge God has of each of us. He knows. He cares. 

Whether you put a lot of time into fixing your hair or not, He knows what 

you are going through. He will protect you, as you trust Him. Just don’t deny 
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Him or speak against Him. Disowning Him is a terrible act of rebellion. If 

you were to do that, Jesus would have to defend Him against you in the 

judgment to come. Don’t deny your relationship with Jesus, in your words or 

in your actions. 

 

Jesus clearly puts it to us in this chapter that we must choose Him, even 

before our families, if our family members make us make that decision. 

Normally we love our families, our parents, our children and grandchildren. 

That is the normal teaching from Scripture. But if you have to choose 

between your relationship to Jesus and your family, because they are 

pressuring you to give up your relationship to Jesus, then you must choose 

for Jesus. This is a hard teaching. This is taking up your cross and following 

Jesus. This is losing your life for Jesus and finding it in Him. (Vv. 38-39) 

 

So when we are considering the rewards of our faith, and faithful following 

of Jesus, we must remember this passage. The reward for our faithfully 

following Jesus may not be in this life. Rather, if we encounter challenges, 

difficulties, failures, conflicts and severe choices, we should not be overly 

surprised. Jesus has warned us. This is true for every follower of Jesus, and 

certainly true for Church leaders. 

 

All this being said, there are rewards, but at the end of time, even for giving 

a cup of cold water, for righteous decisions, for loving the Lord in difficult 

times. (Vv. 40-42) We will know the Lord face to face in heaven, in the new 

life coming. We hear Him now, and trust Him although we cannot see Him. 

 

I wanted to also say something about the Acts 20 passage, as it does reveal 

something of the New Testament understanding of the eldership, the elders 

as the leaders of the Church. We find here the farewell of Paul to the Church 

leaders of Ephesus, who are elders who are presbyterous, the Greek word for 

Church leaders in general, correctly translated as “elders” and from which 

we get the name for the church movement we are a part of: Presbyterian. It’s 

not a bad word; it’s a Bible word. 

 

In Acts 20: 17 and following we hear Dr. Luke introducing us to the 

Ephesian elders and recording Paul’s words faithfully. Scholars note that the 

language and vocabulary of this section closely follow Paul’s vocabulary, 

showing how accurate Dr. Luke recorded his history in the book of Acts in 

this section. Paul talks about how they know how he lived among them, as 

they came to know Christ through him, testifying to the Gospel of Jesus 
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Christ, in every cultural and racial setting, throughout Asia Minor, which is 

present day Turkey. Paul was explaining to them how the Holy Spirit was 

leading him to return to Jerusalem, even knowing that “imprisonment and 

afflictions await” him. (Acts 20:23) He tells them, and I tell you, we don’t 

know what the future holds, and if it is that bad, let us trust God together for 

the grace day by day to face it together, even if we are apart. Paul says to 

them “none of them will see his face again.” (v. 25) He tells them he has 

faithfully shared the Gospel with all of them, so God will hold them 

accountable for their relationships to Him, and he has properly carried out 

his mission and calling. (Vv. 26-27) 

 

So now he begins to instruct the elders, in this tearful farewell, in a summary 

way, what they should be doing as elders. This is important. Stay with me. 

In Acts 20: 28; he starts his final instructions to the elders, to the church 

leaders of his day, from Ephesus. 

 

He tells them to pay attention to their relationship with the Lord first. Every 

leader must first of all have a good relationship with Jesus. They must know 

and have understood the Gospel, in such a way to share it with others. They 

must know something of the transforming power of Jesus in their lives. 

Paul’s exact words: “Pay attention to yourselves” (ESV), “Keep watch over 

yourselves.” (NIV) So the elders are overseers, and lest we think they are 

invulnerable in their relationship to the Lord, they are expressly told to make 

sure their own devotion to the Lord is good (not perfect) but good. They are 

to help each other, but first of all remember that each one of them is 

accountable to the Lord. This is true for all believers. It is especially true for 

elders, for church leaders.  

 

Second, “pay attention to all the flock” (ESV) or “watch over all the flock.” 

(NIV) As we have our own relationship to the Lord settled and regular, then 

we can minister to others. As they say on the airlines, put your own oxygen 

mask on first, and then help the person seated next to you. Note: Paul wants 

them to look after everyone, not just favorites, not just those who are easy to 

look after. We have elder’s groups or districts that help us divide up the 

congregation into manageable relationships. The elders are supposed to 

contact you at least monthly, and if you need help or would like prayer, they 

would be pleased to hear from you more often. I hope you know who your 

elder is. If you don’t, please tell me, or the church office and we will help 

you connect better, here. Our intention is to value every one of you who 
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considers Grace to be their church home. We want to be in good relationship 

with you. We want God’s best for you. 

 

Third, the Holy Spirit makes elders the overseers of the congregation. 

Remember I was telling you about the Greek words for these words? Verse 

17 clearly identifies the presbyteroi as the elders, and here the word for 

“overseer” is episkopoi “bishop or supervisor.” So the presbyteroi are the 

episkopoi and this is a key passage for a Presbyterian understanding of 

church government. Not sure if you have ever received this teaching, but it is 

good to know that we are attempting to be biblical in our understanding of 

church government, of nominating, electing and appointing elders in the 

congregation as church leaders. 

 

Fourth, why do we do this? Paul says, “so that the church of God can be 

cared for…” (v. 28c) …because Jesus obtained these folks by His own 

blood. We care for all church members and adherents, visitors and attenders 

as best we can, with a heart for the Lord, and a love He gives for everyone 

who comes or visits us now online. We provide small groups in which we 

can more easily receive care. We provide opportunities to pray together, 

serve together, love those in need, have fellowship and be the body of Christ 

together. 

 

Fifth, we are Jesus’ flock. And the elders all together are the under-

shepherds of the flock.  He is the Good Shepherd. We are tasked as Church 

leaders to protect the flock against “fierce or savage wolves.” Because there 

are people both within the Church and outside who want to wreck your 

relationship with Jesus, or simply attack the Scriptures and attack the 

foundations of our relationship with Jesus, without even knowing they are 

doing so. These people would not see themselves as wolves. But they will 

“speak twisted things” to draw people away from Christ. What kinds of 

things? They might say that Jesus no longer holds to traditional marriage. 

That God has done away with sexual ethics, and we can do what we like 

now as we feel we should, no matter what that is. Or, another example: 

There are many ways to heaven. Jesus is not unique. Or, God loves you no 

matter what you believe or what you do. People are sincere in all of these 

thoughts, but they all go against Scripture in a very strong way, and are 

“twisted things.” (v. 30) Some will say these things to draw you into other 

groups that will draw your heart away from Scripture and away from Jesus. I 

have seen it over the years. I grieve for these. I am not happy to share these 

thoughts. Paul said he prayed day and night about these things happening in 
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his time, and that he cried over the people who fell away from the Lord and 

from His Word, admonishing or warning people to follow Jesus, and to 

follow the Scriptures. 

 

Sixth, this is why Paul commends and commits the elders to God, and to the 

word of his grace.  The “word of his grace” is the Scriptures. That’s how we 

build one another up by reading, studying and receiving a right 

understanding of the “word of his grace,” the Scriptures. We receive our 

inheritance as we receive God’s revelation for today, through the Bible. We 

understand what it means to be “set apart” or “sanctified” as we follow Jesus 

day by day. (v. 32)  

 

Seventh, Paul reminds the elders he wasn’t paid, but worked outside the 

church to establish the church. He then simply said that elders and church 

leaders must “work hard.” Yes, church leadership is hard work. But as we 

follow Jesus, and as we serve the weak (in the community and in the 

church), we remember the bottom line of Jesus’ teaching: “It is more blessed 

to give than to receive.” 

 

There is a joy in giving and in generosity that church leaders are encouraged 

to excel in. Yes, there are hard times, and challenges, and mistakes made, 

and relationship difficulties, but there are joys together in following the 

Lord, and there is something of Habakkuk 3, that all of us should emulate: 

 
17 Though the fig tree does not bud 

    and there are no grapes on the vines, 

though the olive crop fails 

    and the fields produce no food, 

though there are no sheep in the pen 

    and no cattle in the stalls, 
18 yet I will rejoice in the LORD, 

    I will be joyful in God my Saviour. 
19 The Sovereign LORD is my strength; 

    he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, 

    he enables me to tread on the heights. 

 

I’m not saying I have the depth of Habakkuk’s faith, but I want to…He 

trusts the Lord in the good times and the devastating times. He trusts the 

Lord when there is lots of food on the table, and very little. He trusts the 

Lord. Is your heart soft to Him in this season? No matter how hard it gets, do 
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you want to trust the Lord? If God is calling you to leadership, will you 

count the cost, and receive the strength, grace and courage to go forward 

with Him, not because you are so good, but because Jesus is? 

 

None of us will be perfectly qualified. But if you heart is willing, that is 

crucial. If you know He is calling, please be ready to say, “yes” to Him. 

Easy? No. Is it fulfilling and beautiful in so many ways? Yes.  

Keep your heart soft before the Lord in these days. 

 

Let us pray. 


