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FOREVER FACES 
Jesus People Leave a Legacy 

Jesus People (Part 9) 
Text: Acts 20:1-6; 17-24; 32-38 

 
Meeting the Team 

 
On a bluff overlooking the river near New London Connecticut sits a large Dutch 
Colonial manor house.  For over a century now, it has opened each May to house the 
rowing teams of Yale University as they spend a month preparing for America’s oldest 
collegiate athletic competition – the Harvard-Yale Regatta. In May of 1978, my 
Freshmen crewmates and I arrived at that house.  We’d been told that the first evening 
there was a very special one.  We would be asked to stand up at the dinner table, give 
our full names, say where we had “prepped” (I’d gone to a public high school), and sing 
our school fight song.  The upperclassman who explained this to me, described the 
ritual with a sparkle in his eye that quietly suggested that far from being as hokey as it 
sounded, this ceremony had some real significance.  “That,” he said, “is how you will 
introduce yourself to the Team.”   
 
I’ll not forget the experience of actually doing that and will tell you about it before I 
close today, but only because it links to a far more important story.  When we meet him 
in Acts 20, the Apostle Paul is also in a room with his teammates anticipating an 
important race.  Paul is now on his third and final missionary journey.  He is an 
upperclassman in every sense.  Knowing that his season on earth is nearing an end, 
Paul is very focused.  On his way back from Greece toward Jerusalem, Paul has stopped 
in Miletus, located just south of Ephesus on the coast of modern-day Turkey.  He’s sent 
word for the elders from the church in Ephesus to come down and meet him.   
 
In rowing terminology, Paul has logged a lot of hours in the weight room and on the 
water with these guys.  In an earlier season, he’d invested deeply in the Ephesian 
elders. And not just the Ephesians.  Traveling with Paul at this moment are also seven 
other teammates – with Paul a rowing eight.  Back in Acts 20:4 we’re told that “He 
was accompanied by Sopater son of Pyrrhus from Berea, Aristarchus and 
Secundus from Thessalonica, Gaius from Derbe, Timothy also, and Tychicus 
and Trophimus from the province of Asia.”  Timothy, we’ve heard of.  The other 
six guys are just names to us.  We aren’t even given the names of the Ephesian Elders 
who were there.  But to Paul, these people are his teammates.  They’re in the big race 
with him.  The very sight of their faces makes Paul grin. 
 

The Rallying Speech 
 
And so Paul stands up at the table and does what leaders often do at moments like this.  
He gives a rallying speech.  He begins by letting his teammates know how utterly 
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committed he is personally to what they’re doing together.  In words reminiscent of 
Jesus facing the cross, Paul says in Acts 20:22, "And now, compelled by the Spirit, 
I am going to Jerusalem, not knowing what will happen to me there. I only 
know that in every city the Holy Spirit warns me that prison and hardships 
are facing me. However, I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may 
finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me--the task 
of testifying to the gospel of God's grace.” 
 
There follows one of those marvelous farewell addresses in which Paul confers specific 
instructions to these people who are his legacy, who will continue the Christian mission, 
even after his race is over and he graduates on to heaven.  In verse 27 and following, 
Paul tells them, in effect: “Make sure you keep studying “the whole will of God,” not 
just the convenient or comfortable parts. “Keep watch over yourselves,” he says.  
Who’s going to believe the gospel if they don’t see it at work in you?  “Be a 
shepherd… over all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you 
overseers.” In other words, get in amongst the lives of people, even the dirty or 
difficult sheep.  Never forget how incredibly, how unfathomably precious all these 
people around you are.  Remember, Jesus “bought [them] with his own blood.”  
 
“Be on your guard” too, says Paul. There are “savage wolves” who “will not 
spare the flock,” unless there are shepherds like you looking out after them.  Be 
committed “to God and to the word of his grace.”  Don’t get caught up in legalism 
again. Proclaim the gospel of God’s grace. “By… hard work we must help the 
weak, remembering the words the Lord Jesus himself said: 'It is more 
blessed to give than to receive.'"  Then verse 36 reads: “When he had said this, 
he knelt down with all of them and prayed. They all wept as they embraced 
him and kissed him. [For] what grieved them most was his statement that 
they would never see his face again. Then they accompanied him to the 
ship.” 

 
If Never Seen Again 

 
As we stand on the boat dock today, what if that’s true?  What if we or this world never 
sees again the face of Jesus through a person like Paul again?  What if the ship of the 
real Jesus People has gone over the horizon of history never to return, and we will 
never see their like -– never see their faces – again?  What if all that’s left to look to are 
staid services and church suppers, a judgmental billboard on the highway, a tag sale for 
charity, some passive Bible classes, and the news that another Christian leader has 
turned out to have a secret side?  Could anyone blame us for just weeping and going 
home? 
 
If you’ve gotten nothing else from this series of messages from the Book of Acts I pray 
that you’ve caught a glimpse of what a loss that would be -- for once, by God, they 
lived!  Once there walked through the marketplaces and neighborhoods of this world a 
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people who looked and lived a lot like Jesus.  He was to them not some dead model, 
but their living mentor.  He transformed their minds so that they no longer thought of 
God as existing for the sake of their kingdoms, but saw themselves as existing for the 
sake of His.  He brought them together as communities of disciples, meeting in the 
temple and out in their neighborhoods, finding together his Holy Spirit’s power for life. 
 
In time, their lives showed evidence that they were under new management.  In a 
world every bit as filled with prejudice and tribalism as Iraq or Illinois today, Jesus 
formed them into a new kind of community where people of many races, both genders, 
and all generations mattered deeply and had a voice.  Because Jesus was about Truth, 
the Jesus People learned to stop lying and pretending.  They became authentic about 
the secrets and struggles with which they needed help, and they made available to one 
another the possessions and powers they had to give help.  They showed the world 
what it would look like if we were truly all for one and one for all.  The quality of their 
life together was a sign and wonder that something supernatural was at work.  
 
People who saw them knew that their God must be good.  The character and conduct 
of the Jesus People was such an obvious improvement from the normal pattern of this 
world that even the word “Repent” on the lips of a Jesus-follower came to feel more 
like the heartbeat of God’s Love than the harangue of Religion’s Law.  They told and 
retold the biblical story – the story of what God first intended, of what’s gone wrong, 
and of how God through Jesus and his Spirit has been at work to fix it.  It made sense 
of life for many.  Because some others, however, felt that their story should narrate the 
world, or that there shouldn’t be one overarching story to life, a clash of worldviews 
was inevitable.  But because the Jesus People showed humility and grace even when 
persecuted, it softened the hearts of many of their critics. 
 
There were fake Jesus People, of course, arrogant people like Simon the Magician, who 
were in it primarily for themselves, whose heart was not right with God.  But there were 
more of them like Lydia, who unselfishly opened her home and heart to poor and rich 
alike.  There were people like Philip, who patiently came alongside others as a spiritual 
friend. There were people like Barnabas who could look at someone with a bad record 
and plenty of rough edges and still see, as Jesus sees, their potential in God and 
encourage them into it.  In this way, a Christian-lynching Pharisee named Saul 
ultimately became Paul, the great Apostle of the early church. 
 
The first followers of Jesus believed that God’s love changes life -- not just once, but 
again and again.  And this, to me, is one of the most remarkable aspects of the Jesus 
People.  They didn’t harden into a religion; they sustained a relationship.  They knew a 
God who was living and dynamic and completely free to change his M.O., if He wanted 
to.  And so the Jesus people let God keep on reforming them.  Even if that meant that 
there were going to be Gentile Christians who didn’t eat, dress, or worship, exactly the 
same way the Jewish Christians did, the Jesus People remained open on this. And so 
they traveled and travailed, suffered and sacrificed, lived and died for the sake of Jesus 
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and his mission.  And Jesus used this team of servants to radically transform for the 
better the whole Roman Empire. 
 

The Faces On the Wall 
 
But maybe that is all in the past now.  A lot of politics and paraphernalia has been 
layered over the old masterpiece.  Now, it’s just us.  We’ve got jobs to do, mortgages to 
pay, programs to watch, activities to go to, and church is just another one of those 
things on our list.  You may have shown up here today a little bit tired, frankly, of the 
whole Christianity business.  And I understand that.  To be honest, I was feeling pretty 
tired of rowing when I arrived at that house in New London Connecticut in May of 1978.  
We’d been training and competing five or six days a week since September.  School 
was out now.  Most of my classmates were on summer vacation.  We were staring at 
the prospect of morning and afternoon practices for the next 30 days and there was 
this part of me that just wanted to go home.  And then the dinner hour arrived, and we 
all filed into this dusty dining room in this old house of wood and stone, and it came 
time for us Freshmen to introduce ourselves to the Team.  And, as an upperclassman 
modeled the behavior, I suddenly got it. 
 
As I looked around the room, I saw walls covered with picture frames, almost too many 
to count.  Within each frame were photos of oarsmen, dating back into the 1800’s.  
Among them were members of my family.  Each was wearing a uniform something like 
the one that I wore… each face was gazing out with a look of resolution, or was it 
expectation?  Each one of them had come to this place, made their commitment here, 
gone out and lived it on the waters out there.  This was the larger Team.  This was the 
life and legacy I was being baptized into.  I wanted to get up and go out and put my 
hand to that oar and get onto that water. 
 
What about you?  Look with your spiritual vision into the face of Paul of Tarsus and 
Lydia from Philippi who are on these walls.  See the eyes of “Sopater from Berea, 
Aristarchus and Secundus from Thessalonica, Gaius from Derbe… Tychicus 
and Trophimus from the province of Asia,” maybe some other person from your 
family in the past.  Hear these faces calling out to YOU from wherever you come from.  
Be the Jesus People in your time, they say.  What do you say?   
 
Here’s what I do, fellow teammates.  All me to use the words of the writer to the 
Hebrews: “Since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us 
throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let 
us [finish] with perseverance the race marked out for us. Let US” – as those 
who came before us – “fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our 
faith” – till one day we take our place among those forever faces who line these walls.  
 
Let us pray…   
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Lord God, we at least dimly grasp that we are among the teammates you have called to 
be witnesses to your life-changing love in this season of history.  Thank you for the 
legacy we have been left by that community of Jesus People who dared to worship, 
grow, and serve before us in a way that won the hearts of generations.  Keep our eyes 
fixed firmly upon Jesus, our minds and hearts and souls open to Jesus, to live the life of 
Jesus and continue the legacy.  We pray in our Lord’s name.  Amen. 
 
 

Questions for Reflection & Discussion: 
 
1. Who is one face that comes to mind for you when you think of a Jesus Person? 
2. What is one aspect of the life of the Jesus People we particularly need to recover in 

our time? 
3. What needs to change or be developed in you in order for you to be more fully one 

of those kinds of people? 


