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Text 
Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told them to go. 17 When they 

saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. 18 Then Jesus came to them and said, "All authority in 

heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19 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, 20 and teaching them to obey 

everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age." 

 

Introduction 
 Today we come to the end of our 77 week sermon series on the book of Matthew.  

As you know I try to digest each sermon down to a one sentence, ‘just this’.  And then 

when we finish a book I collect all those ‘just this’s into a one page digest of the whole 

book so you can go back and see where we’ve come from if perhaps you haven’t been 

with us.  Or if you have, it will hopefully jog your memory.  Or maybe it just won’t make 

any sense.  I looked back on some of them and either didn’t remember anything about it 

or from a distance they looked kind of silly.  But anyway… they are in the back on the 

Information Table for you to take if you’re interested.  Maybe it will make you want to 

go back and revisit something in the archive online. 

 Matthew’s Gospel famously ends with what has been called the “Great 

Commission.”  That’s what we’re going to be looking at today.  Christians have often 

talked a lot about the Great Commission.  Our denomination recently approved the use of 

an alternate name for ourselves – Great Commission Baptists.  It’s well intentioned, but 

I’ve often wondered what that sounds like to someone outside the church and unfamiliar 

with the lingo.  ‘Commission’ conjures up images of used car salesmen in my mind.  So 

baptists (whatever that means) who get a big cut of the profits??? 

 If you are someone who is unfamiliar with this term, maybe someone who does 

not identify as a Christian but is interested in spiritual things and so you’re here checking 

us out, once you find out what the Great Commission really means, you may be even 

more alarmed.  Wait; so you want to convert me?  Well, yes, we do.  Because of verses 

like these, and just the whole sweep of the Bible’s story, those who know Jesus as Savior 

will want others to know him that way too.  So we want to be up front and not act like a 

sales rep at a time-share presentation who’s working on commission.  We want to convert 

you.  But please keep listening to understand more of why and what it is we want to 

convert you to.  It may not be what you think. 
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 And if you’re here today and are already a Christian, you may have heard about 

the Great Commission and think you know what it means, but you may have some 

misunderstandings or missing pieces in your understanding of this important passage.  

Let’s try to look at it together anew with fresh eyes. 

 Two weeks ago when we looked at the death of Christ, when Jesus was cut off so 

that we could be brought in we essentially saw that Christianity provides the ultimate 

solution to the problems of life.  Last week when we looked at the resurrection of Christ 

we saw that Christianity provides the ultimate source of joy in life.  Today, as we wrap 

up this book about the life and work of Jesus, what we’re going to see in short is just this: 

Christianity provides the ultimate something to do with our lives.  It’s a universal, 

fundamental quest, the search for something to do with my life.  Christianity provides 

the ultimate something to do with our lives. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Community 
 The first thing we have to dispel before we can talk about trying to convert other 

people or get other people to join us is any notion of elitism or superiority.  Church is not 

an exclusive club for people who have it together – morally or intellectually.  

Proselytizing (trying to get people to join your religion) is so often (even among 

Christians) done with pride.  There’s an us-them subtext and the us is better than the 

them.  Trying to get them to be part of us is done with a bit of disdain and comes off as 

arrogant.  “Be like us” is the message that’s often communicated and almost always 

heard. 

  But there’s a difference between just proselytizing and what’s called evangelism.  

Evangelism can’t really be applied to anything but Christianity because the word 

evangelism means sharing good news.  And the good news is not – We’ll let you come 

into our club and be one of us.  We’re the best.  The good news is all about Jesus – who 

he is, what he’s done.  It’s about his sheer, unmerited grace.  His death for our sins.  His 

record of perfect performance given to us. 

 And what that means is that those who are Christians haven’t earned anything.  

They’re not any better than anybody.  In fact, they’re a bunch of misfits and mess-ups.  

Christians have no ground for superiority.  In fact, they should be the most humble 

people.  We saw a few weeks ago just before Jesus’ death when all his disciples, after 

three years of intense discipleship, fled the scene.  Peter, the lead disciple, lied three 

times about knowing Jesus.  They were complete screw-ups and remained such until the 

day of their death.  We are not all that.  We are not the solution to the world’s problems 

and we must constantly remember that. 

 I have never heard a sermon on the Great Commission that mentioned verse 17.  I 

find this detail astonishing.  Jesus has just been raised from the dead.  He has appeared to 

several people in Jerusalem (Matthew only tells us of the appearance to the women, but 

the other Gospel writers include more instances).  And Jesus has given orders to his 

disciples to meet him back up in their home territory – Galilee.  So the Twelve (minus 

Judas) “went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told them to go” (v. 16).  And 

the resurrected Jesus appeared to them again there.  “When they saw him, they 

worshipped him” (v. 17a).  It’s all about Jesus.  Christianity is about making much of 
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Jesus in response to his grace and all he’s done on your behalf.  But notice the last half of 

that verse – “but some doubted” (v. 17b). 

 Are you kidding me?  The resurrected Jesus, back from the dead, just as he said.  

You’d think there would be no question.  You’d think their faith would be perfect now, 

no excuses.  Here’s a man who has just died and come back to life standing in front of 

them.  You’d think they’d be all in, nothing holding them back, ready to listen to what he 

had to say and do it with without a blink.  But no, some doubted.  Isn’t that remarkable?  

Even at this point, this Jesus community was weak and imperfect, feeble in faith and full 

of fear. 

 The word for doubt here carries the connotation of hesitation.  They were still 

holding back, timid, not quite sure.  As one person explains, “The move from unbelief 

and fear to faith and joy was for them a ‘hesitant’ one….  Jesus’ resurrection did not 

instantly transform men of little faith and faltering understanding into spiritual giants.”
1
 

Anybody here been a Christian for several years, seen the Lord do amazing 

things, and still struggle with being timid?  Still have doubts? 

This is still the reality.  We should have no illusions.  We are a messy, sorry lot.  

But we have a mighty, patient Savior!  And this is the good news that we seek to share.  

It’s good news for the poor and broken and all those who also come to recognize just how 

fragile and failure prone they are.  When we do evangelism we don’t have to get 

ourselves pumped up and feeling great and on top of our game because it’s not about us.  

It’s about Jesus and the gospel. 

And this verse is a good word to us about how we handle doubters.  Another verse 

from Jude – 1:22 – has been rattling around in my mind lately.  It says, “Be merciful to 

those who doubt.”  Christian community should be a place that’s safe and nurturing for 

those who find themselves in a period of doubt (which will be most everybody at some 

point eventually).  Instead, because we so easily forget the gospel of grace for the weak 

and slip into a club mentality that works on the principles of strength and achievement we 

ostracize those who doubt or don’t keep up.  And many have left the faith because they 

look at the church and don’t immediately see the gospel of Jesus but subtly hear a 

message that you’ve got to have it together; you’ve got to conform.  It plays into what we 

will discuss at the Table Talk after the service today about the exodus of young people 

who grew up in the church from the church. 

Just before the Great Commission, some doubted.  And some of you here today 

are doubting too.  And that’s okay. 

 

The Indicative 
 So first thing we see is that this wasn’t and we aren’t an elite team of Christian 

commandos ready to receive their mission briefing and go conquer the world.  Then, 

secondly, there’s another part of this passage that is so often ignored or skipped over.  I 

memorized the Great Commission as a kid as beginning like this – “Go ye therefore into 

all the world…”  But this misses v. 18.  It’s a bit corny, but it may be the best piece of 

advice for understanding the Bible and it’s this: when you see a therefore, stop and ask 

what it’s there for.  So v. 19 starts with a ‘Therefore’.  What’s it there for?  Well it’s there 

to ground everything that’s about to be said in the statement that comes before it. 

 It’s the old indicative – imperative thing.  Verse 19 contains an imperative – 

“make disciples.”  An imperative is a command.  It’s something to do.  But v. 18 first 
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gives us an indicative.  An indicative is a statement.  It’s relating something that’s already 

been done.  This is really the key to understanding the whole of Christianity and the 

Christian life.  Imperatives minus indicatives = impossibilities.  Christianity says, “I’m 

accepted, therefore I obey.”  Every other club or creed operates on the principle: “I obey, 

therefore I’m accepted.”  I pay the dues or make the pledge, so I get in.  I give up certain 

behavior and prove my worth by doing certain others and then I am given the thumbs up. 

 Christianity is the complete opposite.  You see it in whole books like Romans or 

Ephesians.  The first half is all about what God has done in Christ to provide free, full, 

gratuitous and glorious salvation and then the second half has a ‘therefore’ and spells out 

the implications, the effect this grace will begin to have on someone’s life.  You see it in 

verses like 1 John 4:19 – “We love because he first loved us.”  Or John 15:16 – “You did 

not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you to go and bear fruit.”  You see it 

everywhere.  The Ten Commandments even – “I am the LORD your God, who brought 

you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery” (Ex. 20:2), now let me tell you what I expect 

of you… 

 And you see it here in the Great Commission.  What is the indicative?  “Then 

Jesus came to them and said, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” 

(v. 18).  That’s not him saying, “Hey, I’m really powerful and have a lot of authority so 

you’ve gotten to listen to what I say and do what I tell you.”  No, this is Jesus declaring 

that now by his sacrificial death and his glorious resurrection he has accomplished 

everything.  He is about to ascend to his throne.  The work has been done.  Salvation has 

been purchased.  The kingdom has been secured.  You’re failures, but I have succeeded 

for you.  I have taken my place as the Savior King of the universe.  Now, go and tell. 

Michael Horton, in a book that’s very helpful on this topic, puts it this way: “The 

Great Commission begins not with an imperative, a plan, a strategy for our victory in the 

world, but with the announcement that Christ has conquered sin and death.”
2
  That’s the 

Good News!  Before we’re given a mission, we’re given a message.  And it’s a message 

that has entirely to do with what’s already been done, what’s been accomplished.  We 

don’t have to bring in the kingdom with our efforts, it’s already come and we announce 

it.  We don’t have to go and get a quota of converts to be admitted into the kingdom; 

we’re in by faith (even feeble faith).  This verse can’t be used to turn Christianity into 

something we do, an exhausting, frantic striving to achieve, accomplish, attain.  “All 

authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me… and you’re mine, you’re in me,” 

Jesus says.  Let that soak in. 

If you’re not a Christian, can you at least see how this is good news?  It’s unlike 

anything else you find anywhere.  It’s not moralism.  It’s not about behavior, but a 

Savior. 

 

The Imperative 

 Okay, so now we’re ready to look at what’s traditionally been recognized as the 

Great Commission.  “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” (vv. 19-20a).  Through Jesus’ death we’ve been 

given forgiveness of sins and reconciliation to God.  Through the resurrection we’ve been 

given hope and joy.  And now we’re given not a burdensome expectation, but a purpose, 

something to do with our lives. 
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There’s really so much to talk about here.  We could talk about the Trinity.  Who 

says the Trinity is not found in the NT.  The name (singular) of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit.  We find the Trinity taught here – the one God in three persons. 

We could talk about the meaning of ‘nations’ (ethne) and the progress and need to 

get the gospel to all the ethno-linguistic people groups of the world.  This is a great text 

for international missions.  Next week after church we’ll be having one of our members 

that we sent out to East Asia and her husband joining us for the service and a luncheon 

afterwards where they will talk about what they’re seeing God do as they preach the 

gospel and seek to plant churches there. 

But this is more than a proof-text for the Trinity.  It’s more even, than just a call 

for international missionaries.  Sometimes it’s used as a call for evangelism – Christians 

personally sharing their faith with someone who’s not yet a Christian.  It is that, but not 

just that.  And it’s not that if that just means blitzing the world with gospel presentations 

looking for decisions.  Others react to this kind of decision-based evangelism 

interpretation of the Great Commission and hone in on the phrase “make disciples” and 

say this is a blueprint for “discipleship,” which is often defined as someone older in the 

faith taking someone younger in the faith under his or her wings and mentoring them 

one-on-one.  All of this is there, but the Great Commission can’t be reduced down to any 

of those things. 

This is a prescription for an all-encompassing vision of the Christian life.  I say 

all-encompassing because, did you notice the repetition of the word “all” here?  Jesus has 

all authority.  He tells us to go into all nations.  We’re told to teach all the commands.  

And then Jesus said he would be with us all the days.  This is an all-encompassing vision 

for the Christian life. 

And it’s not just a commission for individuals.  The verbs are all plural.  This is 

something to be done in community, not isolated silos.  The Great Commission is not 

fully lived out by individual Christians going and sharing the gospel with people or an 

individual meeting with another individual for regular discipleship, but in a community 

that is about these things. 

In fact, it’s not just about an informal community, but the Great Commission 

presupposes and the rest of the NT demonstrates how this is describing the collective 

calling of local churches.  Notice it mentions baptism.  Ministries that specialize in 

evangelism and discipleship can be great and useful but they almost never do anything 

with the sacraments.  That’s a church thing.  But that’s part of the Great Commission.  So 

the Great Commission is talking about church life.  The all-encompassing vision of the 

Christian life that the Bible gives is one lived out in the context of a local church.  I’m not 

saying para-church ministries are bad; not at all.  It’s just that they have to come 

alongside of the church and help in its mission of fulfilling the Great Commission.  They 

can’t work separately from the church. 

So the Great Commission is talking about churches.  And we see here that 

churches should be on the go – moving, not just maintaining; pressing on, not just 

focused on the past; dynamic, not static.  “Therefore go…”  So often people are frustrated 

with the institutional church because it’s stagnant, concerned with status quo.  The church 

should be on the go. 

We see here that churches should be diverse, or at least have hearts that are 

desirous of reaching the other.  “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations…”  It 
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took the original disciples awhile to get this, but they weren’t just supposed to go to other 

Jews.  This was good news for everybody.  So often churches can get stuck in a 

demographic, a place to be with people who are just like me.  But we are to go to 

everyone. 

We see here that churches should be about reaching out.  Evangelizing and 

assimilating new people into the church.  “Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, 

baptizing them…”  What does baptism mean?  It means to ritually dip someone in water.  

But what does it signify?  It signifies conversion.  Baptism is the first step of becoming a 

disciple.  It’s the initiation rite of the Christian church.  It was a public event where 

someone who first heard the gospel and put their faith in Christ, had displayed for 

themselves and for all to see what the Lord had done in their life.  Becoming a Christian 

means you’ve been washed of your sins.  It means you’ve been buried with Christ and 

risen with him to a new life.  You’ve been born again.  Baptism pictures all of that and is 

connected with joining the church.  Churches should be praying for, hoping for, ready for 

baptizing new believers and bringing them into the church.  Churches are to be reaching 

new people. 

But that’s not it; it doesn’t stop there; that’s just the beginning.  We see here also 

that churches should be about teaching new (and old) converts.  Making disciples 

involves both evangelism (baptizing) and what’s been called discipleship (teaching).  “Go 

and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them… and teaching them to obey everything 

I have commanded you.”  Someone hears the good news and believes and is baptized and 

is brought into the church and there she continues on a life of learning.  Teaching implies 

content – learning biblical literacy, theological terms and categories, doctrines and truths 

of the faith.  But it’s way more than just that.  Jesus is talking here about teaching that is 

to be obeyed.  This is practical, life-application stuff, working the truth of the gospel 

down into all the relationships and lifestyle choices and decision-making of ordinary 

existence. 

Jesus refers here to everything that I have commanded you, so that would mean 

the stuff recorded earlier in Matthew (i.e. the Sermon on the Mount).  It would also 

include the stuff in the other three Gospels.  It would also include the stuff in the rest of 

the NT for even there Paul could say that Christ was speaking through him (cf. 2Cor. 

13:3).  Really, it refers to the whole inspired Bible, interpreted with Christ at the center – 

the indicatives and then the indicative driven imperatives.  Taking the Bible, all of it, and 

learning it and applying it to life.  This is a life-long process. 

And it’s founded upon a weekly habit of gathering to hear the Word preached.  

That’s the most basic element of discipleship – going to church every Sunday for a 

sermon and the Lord’s Supper so you can be sustained by the gospel.  But it should grow 

from there to Small Group discussion, to meeting with someone else to read and discuss 

and apply the Bible together, to Family Devotions, to daily Bible reading, to meditation.  

It’s the communal process of getting the word deep into your head and your heart so it 

affects your life. 

I think our church can grow in fulfilling the Great Commission.  What church 

can’t?  Remember: we’re all weak and imperfect.  But God has given us this passage to 

graciously nudge us.  First, I pray we can grow in evangelism.  We’ve had a steady 

trickle of baptisms every year, but wouldn’t it be great to see more?  I personally want to 

grow in sharing the gospel boldly and lovingly with non-Christians in my life.  I’d love to 
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see more of us intentionally building relationships with co-workers and neighbors, 

tactfully yet explicitly and simply sharing the good news and inviting them to church.  

Not as a duty you’re supposed to do to be a good Christian, but out of the overflow of joy 

that comes from knowing Christ yourself. 

Let’s pray for and support each other in these endeavors to make new disciples of 

Christ.  Let’s scheme and strategize and think of creative ways to reach out.  I’d love to 

see more organic intentionality happening.  This was part of the idea behind 

www.UICArea.com – to encourage people to get together in the neighborhood in social 

or servanthood settings with a mind towards meeting new people and sharing Christ with 

them.  I’m also open to other event type things.  Wouldn’t it be cool to maybe even 

partner with other area churches and bring in a top-notch speaker on a relevant topic at 

UIC that opens doors for the gospel and follow-up relationships?  Or if enough people 

could get enough people together for a seeker Bible study we could throw support behind 

that.  I’m just trying to seed ideas… 

And I think our church can grow in discipleship.  I see a lot of neat things 

happening here – people meeting up once a week for breakfast and reading through a 

book.  I’ve seen major growth happen in people in our church this year because they’ve 

been in an intentional discipleship relationship with someone else in the church.  I’d love 

to see this happening more.  It starts with Sunday attendance, then you get plugged into a 

Small Group.  Then ideally there (but it doesn’t have to be there or just there) you 

develop more focused spiritual friendships where you get into the nitty gritty.  These can 

be formal or informal.  If you aren’t doing this with anyone I would suggest that you start 

with a more formalized kind of thing.  The elders are going to send out an email this 

week with suggested resources for evangelism and discipleship if that would be helpful. 

But the point is: are you being discipled and are you discipling someone?  Are 

you in close relationships with members of the body that can help you work through your 

budget, your parenting, your sexuality, your internet usage, your eating habits, your 

anger, your anxiety, your addictions, your real life in light of God’s Word?  Church and 

fulfilling the Great Commission is not at odds with or in competition with your vocations, 

your jobs or career.  First, your workplace is a mission field.  But second, how you think 

about work and go about work is a major part of your discipleship.  The Bible has a lot to 

say about work and bosses and all that.  I want to see us helping each other grow as 

disciples of Jesus in our jobs. 

And here’s the thing: I can’t cover everyone.  I can’t personally meet with 

everybody in the church.  That’s why the church doesn’t just have one pastor, but many.  

We have four.  But even then the four elders can’t cover everyone.  There needs to be a 

culture of discipleship in our church that trickles down and permeates the community.  

We are all teaching and being taught how to obey Jesus. 

Can you see how this provides the ultimate something to do with our lives?  

The Great Commission is the great something to do with your life.  It’s predicated on 

the great something that Jesus did for you.  And then it calls you into a group adventure 

of getting the good news to the unevangelized parts of the world and the unevangelized 

parts of our hearts.  Are you looking for something to throw yourself into?  What will it 

be?  A career?  A family?  A hobby?  Those minor pursuits are not worth the ultimate 

place in your life.  Church is something that encompasses all of that.  It’s a place to be 

reminded of the gospel.  To grow.  To be invested in and to pour yourself into other 
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people.  To reach new people.  To be part of planting new churches and reaching the 

nations.  There’s progress, but it never ends.  What are you doing with your life?  Do you 

know the Lord – the forgiveness he brings, the joy and hope?  Then listen to you his 

gracious call your life – 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.” 

 

The Promise 
 And don’t miss the promise that comes next – “And surely I am with you always, 

to the very end of the age” (v. 20b).  This is a commission sandwiched between an 

announcement of Christ’s accomplishment for you and a promise of Christ’s abiding 

presence with you.  What a beautiful thing!  We’re given a big picture of reality to live 

within – Christ’s first coming, Christ’s second coming to wrap up this age, and in 

between a thrilling mission.  It’s not something we do to be saved; Christ has done that.  

It’s something we do because we’re saved.  And even then it’s not something we do 

alone or in our own strength.  Immanuel, God with us, is with us all the way. 

 This isn’t just another human endeavor, a human institution.  We are promised the 

Lord’s presence supernaturally with us.  What a sweet realization to know that you are 

never alone.  Jesus is among us today as we are gathered.  And Jesus goes with each of us 

throughout the week as we are scattered.  It’s a promise of divine empowerment.  But it’s 

also just a tender promise that we are never alone in our life.  Even to the very end. 

My mom called my grandmother this morning.  She’s 94 and just this week had 

her car taken away from her.  She’s confessed to lonely moments, but as she was waiting 

for another woman from her church to come pick her up and take her to the service, she 

told mom on the phone today that through everything she’s really grown closer to the 

Lord and is so glad that he’s always there with her. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
One of the things that Jesus commanded us to do was to eat this meal in 

remembrance of him… 

 

Benediction 
 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, January 20, 2013.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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