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Passing the Baton 

Following the Leader (Part 4) 

______________________________________ 

Luke 10: 1-9, 16-17 

 

One of the most exciting events in sports is the 4 x 100 relay in track and 

field, especially when it happens in the high-stakes environment of the 

Olympics.  The premise of the event is simple, but difficult to execute.  The 

race is 400 meters long – one lap around the track - about a quarter of a 

mile.  Four runners are on each team and each runs 100 meters while 

holding a baton which they pass sequentially to the next runner. 

The fastest runner is usually the last to receive the baton, the second 

fastest starts the race.  No matter how fast are the individual runners, the 

key to the race is the exchange of the baton – that has to be perfect.  On 

each of the exchanges, the next runner has a defined runway to receive 

the baton and that runner has to start at precisely the right time, 

accelerate, and receive the baton from the previous runner.  Hesitation or 

miscalculation can cost the race. 

In an odd quirk of sports, in the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing, the 

presumed favorites in both the men’s and women’s 4 x100 relay, 

representing the United States, each suffered a dropped baton on one of 

the exchanges.  After all the training, after all the effort over many years, 

the races were lost simply due to a failed exchange of the baton. 

I want to finish our series today on multiplying leaders by describing the 

way the baton needs to be passed for our ministry to flourish, not only 

now, but for generations to come. 
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The text this morning presents Jesus’ core methodology for advancing the 

Gospel – a strategy designed to continue the proclamation of God’s 

Kingdom for long after he was no longer physically on this earth.  We know 

he had the twelve disciples, now in this text we see his sending of the 

seventy-two others that were sent two-by-two to spread his teachings, to 

heal the sick, feed the hungry, cast out demons, and proclaim God’s 

dawning Kingdom.  It’s a joyful time for the seventy-two and for Jesus.  

You can almost sense the satisfaction Jesus felt knowing his work would be 

continued and even expanded by these and other leaders as they were 

multiplied many times. 

One of the inevitable questions that arise with this passage is who are 

these seventy-two people?  Luke is the only Gospel that tells us about 

them, and he doesn’t tell us much.  His instructions to the seventy-two are 

the same as those he gave to the twelve in Matthew.  He told them to 

travel light, and be ready for some good and glorious days but also some 

frosty welcomes from those who didn’t want to hear the message.  But, he 

said, there is a tremendous harvest awaiting you and the other workers 

who will be needed in the future to maximize the yields of lives turned 

toward God. 

We have a tendency to think of the seventy-two as the “B” team, even 

though they served right alongside of Jesus.  They were very much a part 

of Christ’s specific plan.  We don’t know the names of the seventy-two.  

Many in the church over the centuries have speculated endlessly on who 

these folks were, but it’s all a guess.  Unlike the twelve, we can’t name our 

children after them.  Some of our children are called Peter, John, Andrew, 

Philip, Matthew, and Thaddeus, well maybe not Thaddeus anymore, but we 

don’t name our kids after the seventy-two, because we can’t. 

We do have certainty about one thing: these no-name disciples changed 

the world.  They were the shock troops of an advancing army that would 

one day secure Christianity’s leading place at the table of belief in our 

world.  They went from being faithful followers and messengers of Jesus to 
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being the reliable witnesses of the resurrection, and likely the brave 

martyrs to the cause of Christ. 

I hope we all realize the Kingdom of God is not built by evangelical 

superstar leaders or celebrity Christians who put in a good word for Jesus 

when they are interviewed in the media.  The Kingdom is built by faithful 

men and women who worship the Lord with both discipline and gladness, 

who give of their resources with dedication and joy, and who serve the 

Lord in countless ways by giving of their time and talents.  Like the 

seventy-two, history won’t record those names in the lineage of the 

church, but they are the reason the Gospel moves forward in a continual 

harvest. 

There are times when the no name people become well known.  

Sometimes a simple, faithful disciple makes a stand for the values of the 

Kingdom and because of their courage become a household name.  One 

such Christ follower was Rosa Parks.  Rosa was born in Tuskegee, Alabama 

in 1913.  She has been described in secular sources as a mild-mannered 

young woman whose values were formed in the church.  She was a 

devoted follower of Christ, who was loyal to her African Methodist 

Episcopal Church and routinely memorized Scripture, prayed, and 

constantly went to church.  She was raised in a culture of discrimination 

and deprivation in the heart of the nation dominated by the politics of pain 

for African American people.  No one would have ever expected that this 

shy, gracious, kind, women would become a leading figure in the 

advancement of America’s laws in the direction of justice. 

It’s hard for our younger people today to believe what segregation meant 

in the days of Rosa Park’s youth.  Having grown up in a segregated 

community in the cultural south, I knew then and remember now what it 

was like.  It’s stunning to think what courage it took on the part of Rosa to 

make a witness against oppression, but this woman one day decided to act 

on her convictions is a bold way. 
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On December 1, 1955, she refused to follow the order of a bus driver in 

Montgomery, Alabama to give up her seat to a white woman after the 

white section of the bus had been filled.  She said she was “tired of giving 

in” and took a stand.  She was arrested and charged with violating the 

laws of segregation.  She then lost her job as a seamstress, but eventually 

became greatly honored for her courage.  A no-name person became a 

leader in the cause for basic fairness.  She then passed the baton of justice 

to thousands after her to make hearts and laws right. 

Many of our personal Christian heroes will never become well known, but 

they are known to us.  For me, it was a Sunday school teacher in the 9th 

grade who tried hard to pass the baton to a group of obnoxious kids in a 

Sunday school class.  I was only interested in going to the class because I 

had to go once in a while to be eligible to play for that church’s team in the 

local church basketball league.  This teacher was the real deal, faithful, 

dedicated, patient.  I moved to a different city at the end of the year and 

never was able to tell him goodbye, let alone later to let him know that I 

had become a Christ-follower in high school.  He probably would fall over 

today if someone told him I had become a pastor.  One guy in a classroom 

for one year had begun the passing of the baton to a cynical and disruptive 

kid.  I am in his debt. 

I think a lot about the next generation and our responsibilities as a church 

and as individuals to pass the baton of the faith to generations to come.  I 

grew up, as did many of you, in the era of doubt we call the sixties.  The 

music of the time reflected the disenchantment with the establishment and 

the disdain of the conventions of established religion.  Because of their 

popularity and genius in capturing the spirit of their age, many of us could 

still sing the words to most of the Beatles’ songs.  In their hit “Eleanor 

Rigby”, with his lovely voice, Paul McCartney sang of a lonely girl married 

and buried in a church by Father McKenzie, a priest who every week wrote 

the words of a “sermon that no one would here”, because “no one comes 

near”.  McCartney proved to be something of a prophet as the church in 
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his native England and in much of the West has continued to lose ground.  

It’s been said many times, and it is true, that the Church is always only one 

generation away from extinction.  And yet, Jesus promised that he will 

build his church and the gates of Hades will not overcome it”. (Mt 16: 18). 

A Chinese proverb states that in the ocean, the back waves continually 

push the front waves.  That’s the way the generations work in the church.  

We pass the baton as an intentional act of ministry from generation to 

generation.  This past week at Christ Church has been especially enjoyable 

for me.  Every day the hallways have been with children making their way 

to the snack room or to their class or to the sanctuary.  This year we set a 

record- the most kids ever. 

We had 279 children – ages 4 through 5th grade.  50 more than last year!  

These kids were led by over 80 volunteer leaders – or as we’ll call them 

today, baton passers. 

None of this could happen without your generous stewardship to provide a 

wonderful building, supplies for crafts and teaching, and a highly capable 

team of staff and volunteers.  The baton is being passed – that’s the goal 

of ministry both in the days of the first disciples and in today’s world. 

As I talk about passing the baton, many of you are doing this on a regular 

basis.  Some of you are asking in your mind what this has to do with the 

exercise of your faith.  Let’s not make it either complicated or grandiose.  

One day, in the wonderful Peanuts comic strip, Lucy said to Charlie Brown, 

“Charlie Brown, life is like a deck chair on a cruise ship.  Passengers open 

up these canvas deck chairs so they can sit in the sun.  Some people place 

their chairs facing the rear of the ship so they can see where they’ve been.  

Other people face their chairs forward – they want to see where they’re 

going.  On the cruise ship of life, which way are you facing Charlie Brown?  

Charlie replied, “I don’t know, I can’t get the deck chair unfolded.” 
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So, if you feel like you’re a step behind, you’re in good company.  The 

point is that God takes available people and makes them into servant 

leaders for the sake of God’s Kingdom and for the spiritual well-being of 

the next generation.  You don’t have to know exactly where you’re going 

with all of this.  Being a servant leader for the sake of the Gospel is in the 

final analysis simply rearranging your life enough realize your life is not all 

about you, it about the mission of the harvest and the generations to 

come.  Figuring that out and implementing it is God’s call on all of our 

lives. 

For all you’ve done and are doing –thank you.  For all this church has done 

for fifty years, we can all be grateful.  And God, who sees all that we do, 

calls it all as a great start – with lots of baton passing to come.   

 


