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Today’s text from the end of the Gospel According to Matthew is 
known as the Great Commission. It contains Jesus’ marching orders to his 
disciples, to go out into all the world, to make disciples by baptizing them in
the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and by teaching them to obey
his commands; it ends with his promise to be with us always. That is a 
promise which he fulfilled when he sent the Holy Spirit.

It’s interesting that as Matthew tells the story, he notes that Jesus 
appears to the 11. Of course, we know that Judas has died, and so the 12 
have become 11. But in making a point of describing the group of disciples 
gathered before Jesus as “the eleven,” Matthew is telling us that it’s to a 
less-than-perfect, a less-than-complete church that Jesus is giving his 
commission. Even more, Matthew notes that some of those who are 
gathered were filled with doubts. In other words, it is to an “elevenish, 
imperfect, fallible” group of people that Jesus gives his great commission.

And in his willingness to commission less-than-perfect people with a 
less-than-perfect faith, there is a message to you and to me: Don’t feel like 
you’re disqualified from the work of Christ in the world just because of your 
own faults and foibles; our Lord is willing to send us, just as we are, to do 
his work. I dare say that most of us who enter this place week in and week 
out have questions, have doubts, wonder how to make sense of the ways 
of God in the light of the events in our lives and in our world. To be sure, 
we come to him in faith, but it is with a faith that is not usually without 
questions. And yet that does not deter our Lord from sending us forth to 
fulfill his great commission.

Don’t let your own sense of inadequacy deter you from doing what 
the Lord calls you to do. If anything, our own sense of inadequacy should 
compel us to depend even more on Jesus for strength, wisdom, and 
guidance. You see, it’s not on the basis of your power or your authority that
the commission will be fulfilled. It is on the basis of the authority of the One 
who sends us, Jesus Christ, who said, “All authority in heaven and on earth
has been given to me…” It’s okay if we’re “elevenish” people who try to live 
our faith with our imperfect blend of belief and doubt. It’s okay because the 
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One who sends us is not “elevenish,” nor is He anything less than certain 
about his plan and his purpose for our world.

There are three things about the great commission that I want to 
highlight this morning. 

The first thing that always gets me whenever I read the great 
commission is that it is a call to share the gospel to all people. Jesus said, 
“Go and make disciples of all nations…” The word he uses that is 
translated as “nations” is not a word that signifies political boundaries. 
Rather, it is a word that signifies people of all races and cultures and 
languages. The scope of the command is clear: Go and make disciples 
everywhere, among every tribe, clan, nation, ethnic group.

It is a call to take the gospel beyond ourselves. It’s a reminder that 
the work to which you and I are called really takes place beyond these 
walls. Go and make disciples… It’s a reminder that we are to be about the 
business of making our tent a little bit bigger than it already is, sharing the 
love of Christ with people who are different from you and me.

The great commission is why we support missionaries around the 
world. It’s also why we reach out in our own community. The great 
commission is why we provide educational and social services to Hispanic 
children and their families, so that they can experience first-hand what it 
means to be part of the “all nations, all people” to whom Jesus sends his 
followers. The great commission is why we support Helping Hands, and 
Tara Hall, and even other Presbyterian churches throughout our 
Presbytery.

The second thing that strikes me about the great commission is the 
call to make disciples. When I think about what it means to be a disciple, a 
life-long student of Jesus, then the great commission becomes more than a
call simply to convert the heathens. There’s a difference between making 
believers and making disciples. One of the faults I find with many 
evangelistic methods is that they push for a decision, but there is very little 
beyond that. The emphasis at a crusade or at a revival is on the number of 
people who walk down the aisle. But then what happens?

Don’t misunderstand me—the decision is very important. But in the 
Christian life, it is only the beginning. The decision is not the final goal—it’s 
really just the kick-off. The goal line is growth into maturity in Christ. The 
goal line is the transformation of people who believe in Jesus Christ, into 
disciples of Jesus Christ.

Becoming a disciple is a process.  The eleven who came to Jesus 
after his resurrection didn’t become disciples overnight. It wasn’t as if Jesus
gave them a lesson, they passed a test, and voila, they were suddenly 
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disciples. No, they became disciples because Jesus spent three years with 
them. For three years Jesus walked with them, Jesus lived among them, 
Jesus poured his heart out to them.

If we are to use Jesus as our model—and I most definitely come 
down on the side of Jesus!—then we need to know that our call to make 
disciples is a call to form relationships with people in the same way Jesus 
related to the eleven who stand before him in this morning’s text: it is a call 
for us to walk alongside one another, to accompany one another on our 
journey of faith. The call to make disciples is a call to form relationships 
with Jesus and with one another.

According to Jesus, we make disciples by baptizing them in the name
of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and we teach them to obey what Jesus 
has commanded. The language of baptism in the name of the triune God 
points to a new identity for those who are disciples. According to Dale 
Bruner, the Greek term “into the name of” is a banking term that means 
“into the possession of.”1 It is a phrase that points to belongingness. That is
to say, to be baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit is to 
be immersed into a community that belongs to God. To be baptized in the 
name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit is to be immersed into
the companionship of the triune God in all God’s fullness of being. Baptism 
is the rite of initiation into the community of God’s people, and it is the 
initiation into the presence of God in all of God’s fullness.

The first thing we do to help one another and to help others become 
disciples, is to welcome them into the community of faith, where they can 
experience God’s presence. 

I find it interesting that in calling us to make disciples, Jesus focuses 
us on teaching. He says “teach them to obey all I have commanded.” A 
disciple is one who learns. A disciple is an apprentice, who watches the 
Master, and who seeks to become like the Master. That’s why there is such
a premium on Christian education in the Presbyterian tradition. The truth is,
if you’re not spending time in the school of Christ, you’re not becoming a 
disciple. In the fall, when we kick off Sunday school, if you’re not taking 
advantage of the classes we offer to you and to your children, then you’re 
not taking your discipleship as seriously as you should. Because 
discipleship is about teaching and learning the ways of Jesus. 

It goes beyond teaching, because Jesus says we are to teach each 
other to obey. That is, the teaching points us to a way of living; Jesus said 
we are only blessed when we put his words into action. In his parable about
building a house on the rock versus building a house on the sand, the point
1 F. Dale Bruner, Matthew: A Commentary, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), p. 821.
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is putting his words into action. It is when we obey his teaching that we 
build upon the rock, where we can withstand the trials of life. 

Discipleship is about learning how to live as a child of God.
The third point in the great commission is that we aren’t left to our 

own devices in our call to make and to become disciples. Jesus promises 
to be with us always, forever. You and I are not alone in this commission. 
We have at our side the very One who has all power and authority over 
heaven and earth. The task to which you and I are called is one in which 
we are equipped and empowered and emboldened and strengthened by 
the presence of the risen Lord. 

 “I am with you always,” said Jesus. We have his word.
David Livingston was the famous missionary who left Great Britain to 

share the gospel of Jesus Christ in Africa. After 16 years of service in 
Africa, he returned to Scotland and was asked to speak at the University of 
Glasgow. One of his arms had been rendered useless as a result of a lion's
attack. His body bore physical evidence of the suffering he had endured 
with 27 bouts of jungle fever. A hush crept over the students who listened 
to this man, realizing that this was no ordinary person. “Shall I tell you what 
sustained me in the midst of the trials and hardships and loneliness of my 
exiled life” he asked. 

“Yes,” nodded the students. 
And then he gave them the answer. “It was a promise. A promise of a

gentleman of the most sacred honor. It was this promise: Lo, I am with you 
always, even to the end of the world.” 

David Livingston was sustained by the promise of Jesus, the same 
promise Jesus gives to you and to me.

At Livingston's death, they found his body bent in prayer as he knelt 
by his bed. Beside him was a small, well-worn New Testament opened to 
Matthew 28. Livingston had written in the margin next to verse 20, “the 
word of a gentleman.”

Go and make disciples. And along the way, continue in your own 
lives the process of becoming disciples.

Know this: You are not alone in your efforts. You have the word of a 
gentleman, and all his power and authority, to sustain you. Amen.


