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Matthew 28:16-20

This passage is known as “the Great Commission.” It takes place after the resurrection, after Jesus had validated his claims to being the Christ by God raising him from the dead. The disciples gathered in Galilee as they had been directed. They go to the mountain. There, they see Jesus.

Jesus’ closing words in Matthew are in two parts: there is a declarative, then an imperative. There is a statement and a command.

All Authority

The statement is this: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.” Hear that again; Jesus said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.” All authority. Everything. 

That would seem fairly self-explanatory, and it is. However, it also is a statement declaring the fulfillment God’s promise made hundreds of years before. From Daniel chapter 7, the promise was that the Son of Man “came to the Ancient One and was presented before him. To him was given dominion and glory and kingship; that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that shall not pass away, and his kingdom is one that shall never be destroyed.” 

In the presence of the human disciples, on the mountaintop in Galilee, Jesus declared the universal and eternal victory. Jesus rules time, space and matter.

Who or what exercises authority in your life? 

Most Americans bristle at this question; “why, I exercise authority in my own life.”  Yes, we make choices, but we make choices that tell us who or what is the Lord in our own lives. If you took a calendar with hourly slots and kept track of the things you were doing with your time, what would take the top spot? 

The Apostle Paul makes clear in Romans 6 that the choice of authority is critical. “Do you not know if you present yourselves to anyone as obedient slaves, you are slaves of the one whom you obey, either of sin, which leads to death, or of obedience, which leads to righteousness?” He goes on, “When you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to righteousness. So what advantage did you then get from the things of which you now are ashamed? The end of those things is death. But now (as a result of the victory over death won through the resurrection of Jesus) you have been freed from sin and enslaved to God, the advantage you get is sanctification. The end is eternal life. For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Being a Christian means that Jesus is Lord of our lives. We are his disciples. We abide by his authority as revealed in Scripture. What about others?

Do you know anyone for whom the job or “earning money” would come first?

Do you know anyone for whom establishing or keeping a reputation or image would come first?

Do you know any for whom their appearance – how they dress and how they look – would come first?

Do you know anyone for whom entertainment is a top priority?

Can they serve God while working? Yes; but do they? Can they serve God while taking a leadership role in your community? Yes; but do they? Can taking care of their appearance be obedient God? Yes, but is it? Can they be entertained and still be faithful to God? Yes, but are they? These are real questions, not simply rhetorical questions. The point here is to find out, do you know or have you seen anyone who is a slave to something other than Jesus? Of course, the answer is yes.

The reason I am focusing on others is because Jesus was talking to disciples. He was confirming for the disciples that he, Jesus, was the King of kings and Lord of lords. That confirmation remains true for us today: Jesus is the King of kings and Lord of lords. We know and believe that it will continue to be true: Jesus will continue to be the King of kings and Lord of lords. He is sovereign over all nations and all people, including you and me. It is the promise of the vision of Daniel, the Ancient One giving to the Son of Man “dominion and glory and kingship; that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that shall not pass away, and his kingdom is one that shall never be destroyed.” 

Because Jesus is King of kings and Lord of lords, he is in the position to tell us what to do. Little children will protest, “You are not the boss of me;” yet parents know the truth, “Yes, I am.” Jesus is the great “I AM” and Jesus does have authority to be the boss of us. In that capacity and with that authority, he issues his commission to the disciples (and to us).


The Command: Go
The second part of Jesus’ statement in Matthew 28 is the commissioning command. It begins with a simple word, “Go.” It is an imperative, the command. It is not, “If it is convenient,” or “if you feel up to it,” or “if you get around to it;” it is, “Go.” It has the sense of moving around, not staying in one place. This is a hard thing.

This week I had a lunch meeting with Dave Pierson, who is chair of the evangelism committee of San Diego Presbytery. He was introducing me to a guy named Bill Malick, who has experience in growing and developing Hispanic church communities in the Southern California region. We started talking about things and he asked me, “Tell me a little about your weekly schedule.”

Now, many of you know I have been intentional about what I call “the parking lot ministry.” When I was called here, some of the comments were that “no one knows we are here and it does not look like things are happening.” One of the ways to tackle that problem has been to have a full parking lot; a visible witness that things are happening. 

So, when Bill asked the question, “Tell me a little about your weekly schedule,” I realized my answer would be, “I spend a lot of time in the office.” That time is filled with praying with people, preparing sermons and Bible studies and other things that have value. However, and I knew this as soon as the words came out of my mouth, it means that I am not “going.” It has been important to develop a relationship with all of you and to address the concerns that you all have; but it is time to retire my part of the parking lot ministry. Now, it is time for me to lead by example and get out into the community. 

There are thousands – literally – thousands of people all around us in this community who are lost. There are countless people who do not have any relationship with Jesus, who are living lives stuck in slavery to money, slavery to social expectations, slavery to their kids, slavery to an abundant number of other idols. Our commissioning – our orders from Jesus, whom we worship serve and follow – is to go find them.

Does this mean that I am going to get on a soapbox and start shouting at people? No. What I am going to do is head out to discover who lives around us. The simple fact is: I do not know who lives around us. The high schools are filled, the junior high schools are filled, and the elementary schools are filled – those families must live around here somewhere. I am confessing to you and committing myself before God to reach out to those to whom Christ has sent us.

I will be praying that God will open my eyes to the people all around me. I will be praying that God will put me in situations where I can begin relationships with those whom he is calling. I will be doing all that praying, but I also will be obeying by going out to places where I do not know anyone. It will not be a one-time thing, but an ongoing ministry to reach out in relationship so that an invitation to come to worship is from friend-to-friend, not from pious to sinner.

I have good news to share. I have the joy of knowing Jesus Christ as my Lord and Savior. I have been redeemed, I have been washed clean of all my sins, and I have been adopted as a child of the Kingdom of Heaven, a co-heir with Christ. I have the promise of eternal life – that eternal life including the here and now. I am blessed and want to share that blessing with others.

This does not let all of you off the hook. Jesus’ call to “go” is not limited to the professional pastor. I cannot “do” the church for you; the reality is that we are a “priesthood of all believers;” that is, that the commissioned job of “going” is for all of us. 

If you do not know anyone who is not a Christian or does not already belong to a church, you are not “going.” Does it feel like an added weight? It did to me. But then I started thinking about the things that weigh me down already.  I realized they were all about me and not about who God has called me to be. Those are the things exercising authority in my life; those are the things that can be re-prioritized to allow me to pursue the mission to which Jesus has called me. I am exhorting you all to do the same. 


Making Disciples and Baptizing

So what do you do when you go? Make disciples. 

Jesus gives two specific instructions about how disciples are made: baptize and teach them to obey all that I have commanded.

Well, you may be thinking to yourself, we do not let just anyone go around baptizing people. That is true. 

But what gets a non-believer to the place of seeking to be baptized? The movement of the Holy Spirit convicting their hearts, for sure; but also, the testimony, witness, and relationship with a believer that the Spirit uses to convict hearts. People want to be baptized because they want to obey Jesus command, they want to celebrate the new life they have found, they want to rejoice with the congregation at the transformation God has made in their lives. 

In short, they have come to faith.

Most people come to faith because someone has invited them to come to faith. People come to faith because they have friends who have faith. Very few – if any of you – have come to worship in this sanctuary because of a mailing you have received from the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). You have come because you were a Presbyterian before you moved here, because you grew up as a Presbyterian, because you were looking for a church or because someone you knew invited you to come. 

Presbyterians have a long history of mission and evangelism; a history that is now coming full circle. In the late 1800’s early 1900’s, Presbyterians sent missionaries to Africa and to Korea for the purpose of sharing the faith with those un-reached people groups. Now, both of those areas have thriving Presbyterian congregations and they are sending missionaries – where? – here to the United States. 

We need to break our pattern of trying to woo people to campus before we share the gospel with them. We need to “go” to the people who do not know the gospel. We need to share our faith beyond this campus. We need to go and invite people back so that they can be baptized in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. 


Teaching them to obey all that I have commanded

After inviting people to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, the church is then charged with the responsibility of “teaching them to obey everything that [Jesus has] commanded.” This instruction involves two separate things: teaching what Jesus commanded and obeying what Jesus commanded.

How do we know what Jesus commanded? Again, there is no shortcut. As disciples, part of our responsibility is to learn the Word of God. In Scripture God has revealed who he is, who we are, and how he would like us to live. Are you studying the Word? 

For what it’s worth, being a Christian is to play a team sport. Even though our confession of faith is uniquely ours – Jesus asks each one, “who do you say I am?” – believers are brought together in the family of faith.  You do not need to know everything, you do not have to do everything. Each one has a gift, no one has all of them. We are in this together. Often, walking alongside someone who is considering the faith and searching together helps them as much as it does you. 

Sometimes I hear people say, “I do not want to impose my beliefs on someone else.” That seems admirable, but it is a cop-out. You cannot impose your beliefs even if you want to. (Grammatically, that’s horrible, but you get the point.) You cannot beat people over the head and make them believe anything. However, the good news is good news; it is not just your beliefs. If you are unsure about whether the gospel is good news, it is an indication that you need to spend more time in prayer and studying God’s word. Spiritual growth results in spiritual confidence. 

Christianity is more than a series of do’s and do not’s. It is an invitation to life. There are some do’s: do love the LORD your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength; do worship; do study; do pray; do present to God your gifts, tithes, and offerings; do reach out and invite others; do unto others as you would have them do unto you. There are some do not’s: lie, steal, murder, worship idols. At the risk of sounding like a Mountain Dew commercial, “Doing the ‘do’s brings joy and life; doing the don’t’s brings death.” Why would teaching people about life and pulling them from death be “imposing”? Teaching people about life in Christ means encouraging them to grow into our identity as co-heirs of the kingdom of heaven – living into our eternal life, an eternity that includes now. 

Then, the question comes, how do we teach people to obey what Christ has commanded. We do that together. We do that by encouraging one another, exhorting one another, holding one another accountable. It is positive peer pressure. In our Book of Confessions, part of our Constitution, we have a wonderful statement called the “Scots Confession.” There is a statement talking about how a person can know that they are part of the true church – or in Scot, the true Kirk. There are three “marks” or identifying characteristics: the Word rightly preached, the Sacraments rightly administered, and church discipline uprightly effected. Church discipline, according to the Scots Confession, is uprightly effected whereby virtue is nourished and vice is repressed. That’s it. We nourish virtue – glorifying God and enjoying Him forever – and we repress vice. That’s how we teach one another to obey all Jesus has commanded.


Conclusion

So, what do we know about the Church?

First, from last week, we know the Church is built upon the response to Jesus’ question, “Who do you say I am?” You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God. On that conviction, on that confession, on that profession of faith, Christ builds his church and the gates of Hell will not prevail against it. We hold fast to that good news.

Second, we know that the Church is built on the authority of Christ. We know that authority is everlasting and comprehensive. He is King of kings and Lord of lords. With that authority he commissions and sends his Church, the people who have gathered in his name; he commands, “Go.” 

When you go from this service and this sanctuary, what part of this was for you? Friends, each one of us needs to hear and heed that command. “Go,” make disciples. 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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