Why Church? #3

“The Great Commission”

Matthew 28:16-20

What makes a great church?

Let’s be honest: Everyone wants their church to be great. I mean, who wants to be a member of Mediocre Christian Church, right? So what makes a church great? Is it great worship (which, being interpreted, usually means music)? It is great preaching and teaching? Great children and youth programs? Great atmosphere and ambiance? 

All of these are good, but I read something this past week that I believe holds the key: “A Great Commitment to the Great Commandment and the Great Commission will grow a Great Church.”
 Not only is that good alliteration (always a plus!); it is good theology.

What do we mean by this? Last week we considered the Great Commandment, identified by Jesus in Mark 12:29-30,

“The most important one is this: ‘Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no commandment greater than these.”
Simply put: Love God and love others. That, according to Romans 13:10, is “the fulfillment of the law.”
This week we focus on the Great Commission, found in Matthew 28:16-20,

Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told them to go. When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in [into] the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”

The Great Commission to declare God’s truth on the vital issues of sin and salvation, and to call people to obedience to God, this is the mission of the church. The Great Commandment to love God and others defines our motivation as a church. The Great Commission is what we do; the Great Commandment embodies how we do it.

One of the great passages on our mission is found in 2 Corinthians 5:14-21, where Paul outlines our “ministry of reconciliation” as “ambassadors for Christ.” Notice how verse 14 begins: “For Christ’s love compels us.” The motivation of the mission is love.

First and foremost, we are motivated in our mission by our love for God. And, as we saw last week, our love for God is best demonstrated by obedience. Jesus told His disciples in John 14:15, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments.” If the disciples truly loved their Lord, they would carry out His mission. It was not an optional matter for them.

If loving obedience to God is the first evangelistic incentive, loving concern for humankind is the second. To love my neighbor is to seek and to serve his highest good. That highest good is more than the basic necessities of food, clothing and shelter. It is not even health of body and mind or harmonious integration into society. It concerns our relationship with God, in whose image and likeness we has been made.

It is because humans are fundamentally spiritual beings that we cannot live by bread alone. We have a deeper hunger than physical bread can satisfy. If we know this, and if we also know the gospel that can introduce him to the true bread from heaven, we cannot claim to love him if we leave him alone to starve. Neglect of my neighbor’s spiritual needs is incompatible with the claim to love him. Such neglect is criminal irresponsibility. To suppress the good news in silence is to incur guilt.

Our foremost mandate is to love God with all that we are. The way we express that love is to obey His commands. He commands that we love one another. And the utmost display of loving others is introducing them to Jesus. Thus the motivation of the Great Commandment leads to the mission of the Great Commission.

So as we continue to address the question, “Why Church?” we will take a deeper look at the Great Commission.

The Authority of the Great Commission

Many think the Great Commission begins in Matthew 28:19, but we should not skip verse 18: “Then Jesus came to them and said, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.’” Some translations use the word “power” instead of “authority” here. The Greek term is exousia, which refers to authority or delegated power along with the right to use it. In this context exousia means “all the right of absolute authority and all the resources of absolute power.”

Notice He says, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.” This is the fullest possible authority, for it is authority in heaven and on earth. He has supreme authority throughout the universe.
 Paul echoes this in Philippians 2:9-11,

Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

The entire Gospel of Matthew stresses the authority of Jesus Christ. There was authority to His teaching (Matt. 7:29). He exercised authority in healing (Matt. 8:1–13), and even in forgiving sins (Matt. 9:6). He had authority over Satan, and He delegated that authority to His Apostles (Matt. 10:1). At the close of his Gospel, Matthew made it clear that Jesus has all authority. Since Jesus Christ today has all authority, we may obey Him without fear. No matter where He leads us, no matter what circumstances we face, He is in control. By His death and resurrection, Jesus defeated all enemies and won for Himself all authority.
 He rules over both everything and everyone.
 Having all authority, Jesus commissioned the disciples as His agents. Thus they had (and still have) the right to go and evangelize all nations.
 We are truly Christ’s ambassadors, authorized to declare His message to the world.
Note also the extent of the commission: it is all-inclusive. In Matthew 28:19 Jesus speaks of “all nations,” and in Acts 1:8 he gives a specific enumeration: “You shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the end of the earth.” There was no geographical restriction upon the commission. The disciples were to take the gospel message everywhere, to all nations and every type of people.

The Aim of the Great Commission

This brings us to the aim of the Great Commission. Verse 19 begins with the word “Therefore,” meaning that because He is who He is and because He has the full authority He has, they are commissioned to fulfill His directive.
 After making it clear that He had authority over everything anybody could imagine, He stated His plan for His followers in the form of a command. These would be their marching orders from here on out.

We may think that Jesus issues four commands in verses 19-20, but actually there is only one. The only command in the entire Great Commission is “make disciples.”
 (The other three terms—going, baptizing, and teaching—are present participles to that one verb, and we will consider these later.)
What does Jesus mean by “disciples”? Some liken this to a student or learner, but as one commentator notes, “A disciple is not one who has already learned, but one who is always learning. The ‘school-days’ of a Christian are never over.”
 Actually I prefer the word “apprentice” to describe a disciple.
 An apprentice learns from a master, first by watching and listening, then by doing with the master’s supervision, and finally doing it on his or her own. The ultimate goal is for the apprentice to be able to operate without constant supervision—not to be dependent upon the craftsman for everything.
Thus a disciple is a learner who seeks to become like the one whom he or she is following. The goal of Christian discipleship is to help people become progressively like Christ in character and conduct, in attitudes and actions.
 Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 11:1, “Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.” Then he outlined the process of discipleship in 2 Timothy 2:2, “And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.” Discipleship involves learning, living, and leading others. And this commission to make disciples is for every believer.

By definition Christianity is a missionary faith. The very nature of God demands this, for God is love and God is not willing that any should perish (2 Peter 3:9). Our Lord’s death on the cross was for the whole world. If we are the children of God and share His nature, then we will want to tell the good news to the lost world.

The Avenues of the Great Commission

So if making disciples is the aim of the Great Commission, the three present participles in these verses serve as the avenues of the Great Commission. Let’s review verses 19-20,

“Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.”
We accomplish disciple making by going, baptizing, and teaching.
 I call going the initiative, baptizing the initiation, and teaching the instruction. 

First, making disciples takes going. This is where I believe many churches drop the ball. The first word of Christ’s Great Commission is “go,” but many churches have what I call a “Field of Dreams” mentality that says, “If you build it, they will come.” That may work great in a movie, but not in making disciples! In case you haven’t noticed, the unbelievers are not breaking down the doors of local churches trying to get in! Our goal should not be getting people to come to church; we must go with the gospel and bring them to Jesus. We must take the initiative. And we take that gospel not just to family members, and not just to neighbors or people within our own country. We take it to the world—to the nations, as Jesus said. There are no exceptions, no borders, and no boundaries to our disciple-making mission.

Second, making disciples takes baptizing—that is, initiating people into a conscious commitment to the triune God: the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.
 Notice that the word name is singular; Jesus does not say that his followers should baptize in the “names” of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, but in the “name” of these three. It points to the fact that they are in one in essence.
 Singular “name” yet multiple names—this is the mind-boggling truth of the Trinity!
Baptism is defined as the outward expression of an inward experience, the bold and often dangerous confession of Christ before a Christ-rejecting world. In many countries baptism is the final break with the past and invites persecution, discrimination, and even death.

But what is the meaning of baptism? To answer this question, we note, first, that there is a strong connection between baptism and our being united with Christ in his death and resurrection. Paul emphasizes this point in Romans 6:1–11. Furthermore the Book of Acts often ties belief and baptism together. Baptism ordinarily follows upon or virtually coincides with belief. Baptism is itself an act of faith and commitment. While faith is possible without baptism (i.e., salvation does not depend upon one’s being baptized), baptism is a natural accompaniment and the completion of faith.

Baptism is, then, a powerful proclamation of the truth of what Christ has done; it is a dramatic display testifying to the believer’s participation in the death and resurrection of Christ. It is a symbol rather than merely a sign, for it is a graphic picture of the truth it conveys—the believer’s death and resurrection with Christ.

Finally, making disciples takes teaching—that is, building on the foundation of faith with instruction in living the Christian life. We teach that this is a life filled with good works, done not to earn salvation but rather because we have been saved. And we teach that it involves turning from lives of self-serving wickedness and sin to lives committed to the empowerment of the Spirit, marked by the fruit of the Spirit being increasingly manifested in our lives.

Baptism is not the be-all and end-all; it is no more than the beginning, just as the birth of a baby is the start of life, not the end. The new disciple is to be baptized, but he or she is also to be taught “to obey everything I have commanded you.” The church’s teaching function is thus of great importance. But Jesus is not speaking about education for education’s sake. Jesus is concerned with a way of life.
 Disciples are to obey. Obey what? The Great Commandment: love God and love others. We have come full circle.
The Assurance of the Great Commission

Finally I want to note the assurance of the Great Commission. Jesus concludes in verse 20, “And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” The one who is called Immanuel—”God with us”—will be with us until the end. Therefore, we are to boldly live our lives as disciples and diligently equip others to do the same.
 He does not say “I will be with you,” but “I am with you,” and his I is emphatic, “no less than I.” The disciple will find that he has a great companion as he goes on his way through life.

A disciple, then, is one who has believed on Jesus Christ and expressed this faith by being baptized. He remains in the fellowship of the believers that he might be taught the truths of the faith (Acts 2:41–47). He is then able to go out and win others and teach them. This was the pattern of the New Testament church (2 Tim. 2:1–2).
In many respects, we have departed from this pattern. In most churches, the congregation pays the pastor to preach, win the lost, and build up the saved—while the church members function as cheerleaders (if they are enthusiastic) or spectators. The “converts” are won, baptized, and given the right hand of fellowship, then they join the other spectators. How much faster our churches would grow, and how much stronger our church members would be, if each one were discipling another believer. The only way a local church can “be fruitful and multiply” (instead of growing by “additions”) is with an all-inclusive discipleship program. This is the responsibility of every believer, and not just a small group who have been “called to go.”

Jesus expected obedience from all His followers. The Great Commission wasn’t given so Sunday school kids could have another memory verse. Jesus didn’t say these words so we’d have a short motto for our missions programs. And it wasn’t just intended to be a passage for biblical scholars and theologians to analyze, dissect, discuss, and debate. Frankly, Jesus expects us to do it! In light of this, we are to trust in Christ, follow His teaching, and share the message of His salvation to everyone near and far. People of every nation need to hear the gospel and believe it so their lives can be transformed by Jesus Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit.

Therefore, if the church is to be faithful to its Lord and bring joy to his heart, it must be engaged in bringing the gospel to all people. This involves going to people whom we like and people whom we may by nature tend to dislike. It extends to those who are unlike us. And it goes beyond our immediate sphere of contact and influence. In a very real sense, local evangelism, church extension or church planting, and world missions are all the same thing. The only difference lies in the length of the radius. The church must work in all of these areas.

Why Church? Because of the Great Corruption, the human race is lost, helpless and hopeless to save itself. Because of the Great Commandment, Christ’s followers are to love God and love others. Because of the Great Commission, we display our love for God by obeying His commands, which is to love others, and we demonstrate that love for others by meeting their highest need, the need of a Savior. 

Remember: “A Great Commitment to the Great Commandment and the Great Commission will grow a Great Church.” We may not become great in numbers, but we will be obedient to our Lord and faithful to our calling. 

That’s the greatest measurement of success for any believer or body of believers!
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