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CHAPTER VII 

TEACHING THE GREAT COMMISSION 

Hans Kasdorf 

Section VII of the Mennonite Brethren Confession of 
Faith reads: "We believe that the command to make 
desciples of all nations is the primary task of the church."1 

What a rare statement of faith that is! Rare, I say, because 
confessions and creeds of the church are not known for their 
focus on the Great Commission. 2 They teach about 
everything else considered worthy for the preservation of 
the faith once "delivered to the saints" (Jude 3)3 but, para
doxically, rarely include the need for the proclamation of the 
gospel which brings about that very faith they confess. 

That highlights a grave error in the history of the 
church, namely the error of deleting the "c" from "commis
sion" which in essence is omission of the commission. Yet 
we must be quick to concede that omitting the Great Com
mission from doctrinal creeds does not necessarily mean 
that it is also omit~ from the church's deeds. Nor does the 
inclusion of a statement on the commission in a confession 
guarantee that it is carried out in practice. But there is 
merit when a community of believing men and women says, 
"We believe in the Lord's mandate to make disciples of all 
nations," and underscores: "every member has the respon
sibility to be a witness to Christ through the power of the 
Holy Spirit and to call men [and women] to be reconciled to 
God.' '4 There is also psychological value in reciting. the 
Great Commission in an article of faith. The more frequent
ly such an article is repeated, the greater is the impression it 
makes on the repeater. 

The Great Commission refers to the missionary man
date which the risen Lord gave to His followers prior to His 
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ascension (Mt. 28:19). In it Jesus declared unequivocally the 
divine intent that all people should be made his disciples. 
The authenticity and trustworthiness of the Great Commis
sion passages have been adequately defended by evangelical 
scholarship and are here accepted as a given. 

In order to see the Great Commission in its broader con
text we will look at the scriptural content, offer some ex
egetical comments, point out its universal components, and 
conclude with practical considerations. 

I. SCRIPTURAL CONTENT 

Although the best known expression of this commission 
is given by Matthew, other evangelists express the same 
idea, only in different forms. This provides the church with a 
broad foundation on which to base its missionary outreach. 
My main focus will be on the Matthean text, particularly 
under "Exegetical Comments." But I will draw supplemen
tary insights from the accounts given by other Synoptic 
writers, the Gospel of John, and Acts. 

A. The Matthean Text 

The words of the Great Commission are given in the 
final paragraph of Matthew, beginning at verse 16. For the 
purpose of getting the full impact of the text I have chosen 
to quote it in two translations: 

16 Now the eleven disci
ples went to Galilee, to 
the mountain to which 
Jesus had directed them. 
17 And when they saw 
him they worshipped him; 
but some doubted. 18 And 
18 And Jesus came and 
said to them, "All author
ity in heaven and on earth 
has been given to me. 

16 Now the eleven disci
ples went to Galilee, to 
the mountain to which 
Jesus had ordered them. 
17 And when they saw 
Him they worshiped 
[Him]; but some doubted. 
18 And when Jesus had 
come close, he said to 
them: "All authority in 
heaven and on earth has 
been given to me. 



19 Go therefore and make 
disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of 
the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit, 20 teaching them 
to observe all that I have 
commanded you; and lo, I 
am with you always, to 
the close of the age." 
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19 Therefore, having gone 
forth, make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in 
the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit, 20 Teaching 
them to observe all that I 
have commanded you. 
And behold I am with you 
all the days until the 
consummation of the age" 

(D. Ewert).5 

The text is no afterthought of our Lord; "it is no mere 
appendage loosely attached to the end of the first gospel, 
but an integral part of its entire message. "6 The entire 
message of the gospel is, in turn, an integral part of the 
whole Bible. This is important to note, lest we sever one 
small segment from the whole corpus of biblical revelation. 
Not only the Great Commission passages but the entire 
biblical message "is inspired by God and profitable for 
teaching" (2 Tim. 3:16). 

"Mission was formerly based a little too·one-sidedly and 
(even) almost exclusively on this 'great commission'," 
observes a Dutch theologian and mission teacher, with 
reference to Jesus' pronouncement recorded by Matthew. 
"But," he continues, "the fault lay not in the fact that mis
sion was based on this declaration, but in fact that Matthew 
28:18-20 was isolated from the whole of the Biblical 
witness." 7 We must guard against a one-sided approach in 
both teaching and fulfilling the Great Commission. 

B. Mark's Record 

Mark's account of the Great Commission is found in the 
so-called "Longer Ending" of the r~surrection stoey.8 The 
setting was in a house. The eleven disciples were around the 
table eating a meal. Jesus rebuked them because they refus
ed to believe that He had risen from the dead. Mark records 
the Great Commission from the conversation between Jesus 
and his disciples. 



118 

The unique features of this record are: (a) The Master's 
mandate to "preach the good news to all creation" (Mark 
16:16 NIV) or "all created ones" (Schlatter); (b) the 
assurance of salvation to everyone "who believes"; (c) the 
pronouncement of condemnation upon those who respond in 
disbelief; and (d) the promise that various "signs will ac· 
company those who believe" (16:17-18). Professor D. 
Edmond Hiebert of the Biblical Seminary in Fresno com· 
ments: 

These signs were the authenticating credentials of the 
apostolic message exhibiting the presence of the living 
Christ working with and through His messengers. They 
served not to accredit the faith of the individual but the 
validity of the faith he represented. 9 

Hiebert believes that the infant and young church needed 
these signs and that the adult and mature church will not be 
without them. 

C. Luke's Account 

The central focus of the Lucan record of the Great Com· 
mission is on witness. Not only does Jesus explicitly declare 
the disciples to be witnesses (Luke 24:48; Acts 1:8), but the 
setting in which he gave the Great Commission clearly 
demonstrates that fact. 

First of all, they were witnesses with the respect to the 
past. In a post-resurrection encounter with two disciples on 
the road to Emmaus Jesus presented himself as the Master 
Teacher. He expounded to them the entire collection of Old 
Testament predictions concerning himself, "beginning with 
Moses and all the prophets ... and the psalms" (24:27, 44). It 
is likely, as the Dutch missiologist Johannes Bavinck sug
gests, that Jesus began with Genesis 1:1, declaring une· 
quivocally God as the Creator of heaven and earth.10 The 
meaning is: God has created everything, and everything is 
within the sphere of his interest. 11 Luke adds that their 
hearts burned "while he opened [to them] the scriptures" 
(24:32). 

These scriptures stood on their side as the undefeated 
historical witness and were to become the very content of 
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their preaching "in his name to all nations" (24:47). When 
the two disciples came to Jerusalem they became witnesses 
to other disciples of "what had happened on the road" 
(24:35). 

Secondly, they were witnesses with respect to the pre
sent. In addition to the witness of Scripture touching 
Christ's resurrection, Luke records two instances which 
helped to convince the disciples that Christ was alive, in
deed. One had to do with the Lord's actual physical body: 
"See my hands and my feet that it is I myself" (24:39). The 
other had to do with what was later to become a vital sign of 
the church, His spiritual body. As he ate, they recognized 
Him. As the church breaks bread, it acknowledges Him as 
Savior and Lord "until He comes." 

Thirdly, they were witnesses with respect to the future. 
The Great Commission is solidly rooted in the Old Testa
ment Scriptures. But there is also a future dimension to be 
noted. When Jesus declared it, he actually pronounced a 
task of macrocosmic proportions in the whole context ·of sal
vation history, namely "that repentance and forgiveness of 
sins should be preached in his name to all nations, beginning 
in Jerusalem." Then he declared to the disciples: "You are 
witnesses of these things" (Luke 24:47-48). In Acts 1:1-8 
Luke elaborates on the commission, turning from the histor
ical record to eschatological promise and fulfillment; (a) 
"You shall receive power"; and (b) "You shall be my wit
nesses.'' The coming of the Holy Spirit to take possession of 
Jesus' followers will always result in being witnesses for 
him. 

D. The Fourth Gospel 

John's record of the Great Commission (John 20:19-23) 
adds another dimension, namely the centrality of Christ's 
sentness by the Father and Jesus' act of sending the church. 
Whereas Luke's focus is on the witness as he reflects on the 
past and underscores the continuity of salvation history 
from the Old Testament to Christ and the church, John 
begins with the sentness of Christ and projects the continui
ty of that sentness in the future mission of the church. 

The sentness of Jesus has great implications for the 
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sending of the church, as the missionary statesman and Bi
ble teacher, John R. Stott, points out. The key phrase is "I 
send you." . 

First, the personal pronoun "I" represents the emphatic 
form of the Greek word "ego" and "expresses the authority 
of the sender."12 

Second, the verb "send" represents the action of the 
Son's sending by the Father and the church's sending by the 
Son. The only difference is that the Son was sent on His own 
merit, whereas the church is sent by the power of the Holy 
Spirit. But it is this word "send" which expresses the heart 
of the Great Commission in John's gospel. 

Third, the final word "you" refers in the first place to 
the apostles who were present when Jesus spoke. However, 
it is not restricted to them as Luke's account indicates 
(Luke 24:33). As Jesus was sent by the Father, so He sends 
the whole church for the Father into the world. The church 
in turn is sent to send. 

In his commentary on John, B.F. Westcott (1825-1901) 
differentiates between the apostle's use of the tenses in "has 
sent" and "I send." The mission for which Christ was sent 
by the Father had not yet reached the point of historical ful
fillment. The effects of his acts were still to be continued. 
"The apostles were commissioned to carry on Christ's work, 
and not to begin a new one."13 This agrees with Luke's 
commentary to Theophilus in Acts 1:1 where he writes that 
he has "dealt with all that Jesus began to do and teach." 
The implication is that the disciples or the church are to 
carry out the work Christ began. The dimension of sentness 
in the Great Commission is to be understood as an ongoing 
process between the resurrection and return of Jesus Christ. 

E. Paul's Reiteration 

When the Lord years later revealed Himself to Paul, the 
special apostle or missionary to the Gentiles, He reiterated 
another form of the Great Commission in a singular manner 
saying, 

I send you [to the Gentiles] to open their eyes that they 
may turn from darkness to light and from the power of 
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Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins 
and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in 
me (Acts 26:17-18). 

We know that Paul was not present at any of the occa
sions when Jesus gave the Great Commission to His pre
Pentecostal followers. Nonetheless, he stands in a long line 
of eyewitnesses who saw the risen Lord. In fact, when we 
read his account of Christ's post-resurrection appearances (I 
Cor. 15:1-8), it seems as though he were paraphrasing the 
Lucan record of the Great Commission (Luke 24:44f.). Jesus, 
however, considered the Great Commission of such primary 
importance that he gave a special version of it to Paul 
himself (Acts 26:17) or to Ananias especially for Paul (Acts 
9:15-16), or both. 

The tragic fact of which G. W. Peters speaks when he 
says "that the Great Commission has been more debated 
than it has been obeyed in church history," 14 does not app
ly to Paul. He had a distinct awareness that "all nations" 
must hear the gospel (Romans 1:5). He obeyed the Lord's 
commissions as the Lord himself had obeyed the Father's 
commission- "even unto death." 

II. EXEGETICAL COMMENTS 

I want to underscore again that the Great Commission 
has a broad base: The entire Old Testament and all the 
teachings and precepts of Jesus up to the time when it was 
given. If the world mission of the church were to rest only on 
the isolated texts in which the words of the commission ap
pear the whole missionary enterprise could be likened to a 
gigantic "pyramid built upside down" and would not stand 
the tests of time. Former Colombia missionary David 
Howard reminds us that we must realize this fact. He main
tains ''that the missionary mandate of the church is actually 
a pyramid built right side up with its base running from 
Genesis 1 to Revelation 22." Thus the "scope of biblical 
teaching" on world mission, says Howard, encompasses the 
entire complex of redemption history. 15 
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A. The Historical Setting 

It is imperative to our understanding of the Great Com
mission that the gospel account relates a real event in time 
and space (Mr. 28:16-20). 
1. The time is to be noted. "Now [or then) the eleven 
disciples went to Galilee" (v. 16a). This simply indicates 
continuation of the post-resurrection narrative. 

From both Luke and John we learn that the Lord gave 
the Great Commission on the day of his resurrection when 
he for the first time met with the disciples in a house in 
Jerusalem (Luke 24:1f., 13f., 33f.; John 21:19f.). But 
Matthew obviously reports a different occasion. The 
meeting had been preplanned by the Lord himself (Mt. 
28:10). The risen Christ had made an appointment with his 
followers to meet at an appointed time and to reveal himself 
and God to them. But this moment of time between resur
rection and ascension has wider implications. "This revela
tion of Jesus' presence, placing the faithful in the center of 
time," says one commentator, "disclosed to them the past 
and future work of God.'' 
2. The place is also important in the setting. The text says 
that the "disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which 
Jesus had directed them" (Mt 28:16). To make sure that 
they would be informed of his intent to meet them at his 
favorite spot he left very clear instructions, once with the 
angel by the empty tomb and once with the women who had 
seen him alive. The angel commanded the women, "Go 
quickly and tell his disciples that he has risen form the 
dead ... he is going before you to Galilee; there you will see 
him" (Mt. 28:7). On the way to the disciples the women met 
Jesus personally. He greeted them, "Hail!" and said, "go 
and tell my brethren to go to Galilee and there they will see 
me" (Mt. 28:9-10). 

The greatest teachings of Jesus as recorded by Matthew 
had been given either by the sea side or on a mountain. 
Jesus loved the rendezvous with his followers on the moun
tain top and thus he chose to give the final instructions to 
his disciples in Galilee where he gave them the first. In his 
exposition of the Matthean text the Swiss theologian Karl 
Barth (1886-1968) makes a pertinent observation. 
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Significantly, Matthew leads Jesus' history back to the 
place of its origin (Mt. 4:12-17); to the Galilee of the 
Gentiles, to the people who walked in darkness and have 
seen a great light. The history of the end stands in con
tinuity with the previous events in the life of Jesus and 
the history of Israel whi~h in tlirn point to the end. 17 

The mountain on which our Lord gave the Great Com-
mission as recorded by Matthew may have been the one on 
which he gave the Sermon on the Mount (Mt. 5-7), or the 
Mount of Transfiguration (Mt. 17), or as the British com
mentator Tasker suggests, 111 the mountain where Jesus 
had originally commissioned the Twelve and given them the 
restrictive instructions to go only "to the lost sheep of the 
house of Israel" (Mt. 10:6). But the exact geographical in
dentification of the mountain is less important than the 
event that took place there. "It is as if Jesus were saying," 
contends Howard, "As I began my ministry to preach 
repentance here in Galilee, I am now commanding you to go 
from here to all nations with the message with which I am 
entrusting you."19 

3. The final thing to note is the encounter between Jesus 
and his disciples. Matthew states that the eleven disciples 
had gone to Galilee. But it is very likely that the women who 
had met him in Jerusalem (28:8-10) were also there. It is also 
conceivable that the "five hundred brethren" of whom Paul 
speaks (I Cor. 15:6) may have been present at this meeting. 20 

Many things must have begun to make sense to his 
followers. No doubt, they recalled that memorable meeting 
on Mount Olive between the Last Supper and the crucifixion 
when Jesus had said to them, "It is written, 'I will strike the 
shepherd, and the sheep of the flock will be scattered.' But 
after I am raised up, I will go before you to Galilee" (Mt. 
26:31-32). It is evident, then, that that post-resurrection 
meeting in Galilee was to be an important event to both the 
Lord and his disciples. · 

"And when they saw him they worshipped him; but 
some doubted" (28:17). The encounter in Galilee is high
lighted by two reactions standing in opposition to each 
other. The first reaction is worship. The women had already 
worshiped him in Jerusalem on the day Christ had risen 
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(28:9). Now in Galilee the circle of worshipers had increased 
and it will increase still more when they will worship him at 
his ascension (Luke 24:51) and even more when he will 
return and "every knee ... in heaven and on earth and under 
the earth" shall bow "and every tongue confess that Jesus 
Christ is Lord" (Phil. 2:10-11). 

There is no recorded incident that the disciples wor
shiped Jesus prior to his resurrection. But now they 
recognize in him the kyrios, the LORD. "Worship is offered 
in the presence of the revealed God", says Barth. "Jesus en
countered them as God, and they encounter him now as wor
shippers. " 21 

The second reaction in the encounter is doubt. There 
were some in the group who doubted. The word used for 
doubt (distazo) is not so much an expression of unfaith or 
disbelief; it implies much more a sense of confusion or 
perplexity.22 

How often had Jesus gathered his disciples around him
self during the three years of teaching and preparation for 
his final meeting. But this meeting is different from all the 
others. He is no longer the one who will go to Jerusalem in 
order to suffer and die and to rise again. He is now the one 
who has been in Jerusalem, who has suffered and died "the 
Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world" (John 
1:29). The things Moses and the prophets and the poets had 
written about him had been fulfilled, indeed! (Luke 24:44). 

B .. The Actual Components 

One way to gain a clear perspective of the Commission 
itself is to itemize the major compenents. 23 

1. The Lord's Claim of Authority. "All authority in 
heaven and on earth has been given to me" (v. 19). This 
claim of authority is both exclusive and inclusive. It is ex· 
elusive in that there is no one else to whom this exousia or 
power has been entrusted; it is inclusive in that there is 
neither any celestial nor terrestrial sphere that is not encom
passed by the omnipotence of the Lord Christ. 

Christ's pronouncement of authority presupposes the 
event of the ascension or enthronement, though 
chronologically this event had not yet taken place. This 
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thought is best understood in the context of the prophet's 
prediction in Daniel 7:13-14 kand the apostle's announce
ment in Philippians 2:9-11, as Otto Michel of Ttibingen has 
pointed out.24 What Daniel 7:13-14 predicted, Matthew 
28:18 regards as fullfilled. Michel paraphrases and quotes: 
"The Son of Man came on the clouds of heaven, was 
presented before the Ancient of Days, and given dominion 
and glory and kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and 
languages should serve him." It is well to bear in mind that 
the scene described here reflects a common cere:r,nony of en
thronement of a King, comprising at least three events:25 

(a) that of exaltation or introduction of the person; (b) that 
of presentation or declaration; and (c) that of the enthrone
ment proper or transfer of power. Jesus claims all this. The 
phrase, "has been given" indicates timelessness.26 He 
holds authority forever! · 

Truly, Jesus is Lord! The kingdom is his, and he is its 
King. Indeed, "God has highly exalted him and bestowed on 
him the name which is above every name" (Phil. 2:9). "The 
immeasurable greatness" of God's power has been given to 
Christ when he was raised from the dead and exalted "far 
above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and 
above every name that is named, not only in this age but 
also in that which is to come" (Eph. 1:19-21). Christ's claim 
of authority made on the mountain in Galilee is affirmed by 
"loud voices in heaven": "The kingdom of the world has 
become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he 
shall reign for ever and ever" (Rev. 11:15). 

2. The Lord's Charge to Make Disciples. "Therefore, 
having gone forth, make disciples of all nations" (28:19 
Ewert, italics/mine). Gustav Warneck (1834-1910), German 
missionary statesman, called this commission the Magna 
Charta of our Lord.27 

We should note several things in connection with this 
commission. The first is the word ''therefore.'' The mandate 
to make disciples of all peoples presupposes the claim to 
cosmic power on the part of Jesus, the absolute authority. 
Behind the commission of verse 19 stands the Commis
sioner of verse 18. He assures the execution of the com
mand over against both the disciples' weakness and any in-
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terference by a third party.''28 Christ's authority o~ earth 
had already been great, but now it is boundless! 

We do well to remember that our resources in Christian 
witness are not within ourselves, but in Christ's unlimited 
resourcefulness. He has the authority to give the Holy 
Spirit to empower the powerless. And even though the 
historical event of Pentecost was still to come, there was 
already power and passion on this Galilean mountain. 

Surely, the disciples must have been reminded of 
another mountain scene where Christ in a prayer "uttered 
the Manifesto of His Kingdom," as G. Campbell Morgan, 
that prince among Bible expositors, has put it. 29 Two 
things must have become clear to them: (a) that it always 
was God's will for heaven and earth to give Christ absolute 
power over these spheres; and (b) that the disciples them
selves in the dynamic of that power were to make all peoples 
what they themselves were-disciples. 

The second thing to be noted is the command itself: 
"Make disciples!" It is imperative in form and mean
ing-the only imperative verbal form in th~ entire para
graph beginning with verse 16."30 In fact the words "make 
disciples" (matheteusate) is the only grammatical impera
tive in any of the Great Commission accounts given by the 
evangelists. The frequently stressed phrase "go ye," as the 
Authorized Version renders it, is not an imperative, but 
rather a participial form meaning to "pass from one place to 
another.'' It is thus better translated by "having gone" or 
"as you go" make disciples. The Lord of heaven and earth 
has so much confidence in his followers that he takes their 
going for granted but not the weightier matter of making 
disciples. The latter basic command presupposes the former 
fact that Christians have already gone and are already on 
the scene of discipling activity. That means that unless we 
go to the undiscipled we will never disciple them. But it does 
not mean that we will always make disciples even if we go. 
Thus Christ underscores disciplemaking, not going. "In a 
thousand missionary sermons," says Robert D. Culver of 
Dallas Theological Seminary, this common interpretation of 
going and what has gone into it "is both naive and. in part, 
erroneous.' '31 All too often this emphasis has geograph-
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ically focused on "foreign missions" rather than biblically 
on "world mission"; it has glamorized the foreign and dis
tant at the expense of disciplemaking wherever disciples 
live a life of discipleship among the nondiscipled. 

Nonetheless, the whole matter of going is of utmost im
portance. The Christian religion is not centripetal, based on 
a "come-structure"; it is centrifugal, based on a "go
structure." The imperative "make disciples" presupposes 
the aorist participle "having gone." 

Thirdly, we note the object of the mandate: "all the na· 
tions" or peoples (panta ta ethne). This speaks of the univer
sal scope of the charge. But it is more than that. Ever since 
W arneck, the founder of evangelical science of mission, 
many people involved in the task of disciplemaking have 
taken Christ's commission rather literally. Like Warneck 
himself, they interpret these words " all peoples" to mean 
an entire people such as a tribe, a clan, a family or a 
homogeneous unit in society rather than isolated in
dividuals. They recognize that in many cultures people 
make communal rather than individual decisions. A 
Western mind trained in and conditioned by a philosophy of 
individualism finds it hard to comprehend that people can 
convert in groups. That does not mean that there is no per· 
sonal decision; but it is often multipersonal, not individual
istic. There is a wealth of older as well as current missionary 
literature to illustrate my point.32 The Holy Spirit moves 
where he wills. He often convicts and converts every 
responsible member in a given culture and through these 
converts brings a whole people to Christ. These first genera· 
tion Christians, then, become responsible for discipling 
subsequent generations. _ 

Such is the object of Christ's charge. Not only isolated 
"Korneliusseelen" (Cornelius souls) must be saved, but en
tire peoples must become disciples. A disciple not only 
counts the privilege of being "saved", he pays the price for 
following Christ in life. 

Fourthly, Jesus also says something about method and 
means of disciplemaking. The two words he uses to describe 
the process are baptizing and teaching. Each of these pre
sent participles is modified-the one by the prepositional 
phrase, "in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
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Holy Spirit"; the other by an infinitive clause, "to observe 
all that I have commanded you" (28:19). Baptism speaks of 
an new relationship-the relationship to the omnipotent 
Lord; teaching speaks of a new ethic-the ethic of the king
dom of the omnipotent King. 33 

From the context of the other Great Commission 
passages, already referred to, it becomes clear that the mat
ter of repentance (Lk. 24:47), forgiveness of sins (Lk. 24:47; 
John 20:23), and faith or trust (Mark 16:16) is of prime im
portance in disciplemaking. Matthew (28:19) and Mark 
(16:16) point out that baptism is likewise very important in 
the process. In Jesus' day baptism certified the renounce
ment of the old and acceptance of a new state or position. 
Baptizing someone in the name of the Father and the Son 
and the Holy Spirit means that his loyalty now belongs to 
this Triune God. 34 Added to this, says the late Swiss com
mentator, Fritz Rienecker, are several new aspects that give 
baptism its real meaning. One is that Jesus himself entered 
baptism (Mt. 3:13f.). Furthermore, his death and resurrec
tion provided new content for baptism. Thus water baptism 
of believers signifies dying with Christ and rising with him 
to a new life (Rom. 6:1ff.).35 

This brings us to the next point, namely that of 
teaching. The process of making disciples demands ongoing 
instruction, a theology of Christian nuture, a setting in 
which the new converts are not only fed information, but 
have the chance for observation. What counts, says Jesus, is 
that they are being taught "to observe all that I have com
manded you" (28:20). This is a broad curriculum when we 
think of all that Jesus taught by word and deed. He lived 
what he taught. In a nutshell, what Jesus commanded his 
disciples was to be his followers (Lk. 9:23f.; Mt. 10:38f.). As 
Jesus modeled what he taught, so the disciples must model 
as they disciple others. But they cannot model themselves; 
they must model Christ. The life pattern of a disciple must 
be determined by the life of Jesus Christ. All too often, 
"even in mission work," says Richard De Ridder of Calvin 
Seminary, "we try to make others like ourselves! How easy 
it is to pattern an emerging church after a church in a 
foreign society."36 As we make disciples it is crucial that 
we teach what Jesus commanded and lived. 
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· C. The Eschatological Promise 

When Jesus was about to step onto the platform of this 
kosmos as the Savior of th world, he was introduced by 
God's angel as the "Emmanuel, which means, God with us" 
(Mt. 1:23). Now when he is about to step off the cosmic pat
form, he himself promises that divine presence to continue 
with those who make known that Jesus redeems: "I am with 
you always, to the close of the age" (Mt. -28:20). This is the 
real "support system of world mission" as Elmer Martens, 
president of the Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary 
recently said. . 

It is not difficult to trace the echo of the promise of 
God's presence with his people throughout salvation 
history. "I am with you," the Lord said to Jacob (Genesis 
28:15), to Moses (Exodus 3:12), to Israel (Is. 42:6), and to the 
prophet (Jer. 1:18). The Old Testament people of God knew 
God as Yahweh or Lord. "That," he said, "is my name" (Is. 
42:8). The New Testament people of God know him as 
Kyrios or Lord of power in heaven and earth. 

The end times are the times of world mission which last 
from the Lord's resurrection until his return. These eschato
logical times have begun, but they are not yet consum
mated. "I am with you always" is the promise of presence 
following the command to make disciples of all nations. 
"The presence of Christ is the great gift to His disciples," 
says Blauw. As Yahweh expressed his presence to Israel, 
his servant, so Jesus promises his presence to the church, 
his servant among all peoples. 3 7 

- · 

Perhaps nothing has been more encouraging to the 
followers of Jesus throughout history as his personal 
presence with them in world mission. Prior to his crucifixion 
Jesus said to his disciples, "I am going to him who sent me" 
(John 16:5). But "I will pray the Father, and he will give you 
another Counselor, to be with you forever" (Jn. 14:16). 

After his death and resurrection Jesus reassured the 
disciples of his abiding presence in the person of the Holy 
Spirit (Lk. 24:49; Acts 1:8). John (21:22) records that Jesus 
actually "breathed on them," saying, "Receive the Holy 
Spirit." 

Upon his exaltation to "the right hand of God," Jesus 
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himself "received from the Father the promise of the Holy 
Spirit" (Acts 2:33) and gave him as a guiding and abiding 
presence and as a dynamic power to make disciples of all 
peoples until his return in glory. 

III. UNIVERSAL COMPONENTS 

I have already referred to the universal scope of the 
Great Commission. But there are at least four explicit com
ponents of such comprehensive proportion that they merit 
separate treatment. The word all is used in all authority, all 
peoples, all things, and all days. 

As stated earlier, Cluist's claim of power is both ex
clusive and inclusive. The personal pronoun "me" clearly in
dicates that Jesus draws attention to himslef as the bearer 
of "all authority in heaven and on earth." That is the gift 
from his Father. "In this whole world," says Bluaw-be 
that visible or invisible, be that evil principalities of heaven
ly domains or worldly powers of earthly dominions-"has 
been wrested form the grip of any other powers 
whatsoever."38 

Worldly rulers throughout history have grabbed for 
power to subdue and oppress, to exploit and possess, to sub
ject and distress. But their source of power is in the god of 
this world, called "the prince of the power of the air, the 
spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience" (Eph. 
2:2). In world mission these powers are a reality both in the 
spirit world and in the world of human despots. 

In the midst of all this the missionary as every follower 
of Christ hears him declare: "All authority in heaven and on 
earth has been given to me. " 

A. The Universality of Christ's Purpose 

"The fundamental basis of all Christin rmss10nary 
enterprise," John Stott reminds us again, "is the universal 
authority of Jesus Christ." From this power emanates the 
purpose: "Make disciples of all nations."39 This is an un
precendented commission. The Master had given many 
mandates prior to this universal charge. But they were all 
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narrow in scope. There is, for instance, the ethnic commis
sion to go "to the lost sheep of the house of Israel," 
preaching "the kingdom of God" (Mt. 10:5-7); there is the 
pastoral commission to feed the Lord's sheep (Jn. 21:16); 
there is the sociological commission to love one's neighbor 
as oneself (Mt. 22:39); then there is the theological commis
sion to "love the Lord your God with all you heart, and with 
all your soul, and with all your mind" (Mt. 22:37). But none 
of these mandates has that universal dimension as the 
Great Commission. 

The Great Commission is a great turning point in salva
tion history. Hitherto the focus had been more on the "lost 
sheep of Israel"; henceforth it is as much on the lost peoples 
from the "Gentile lands," as Karl Barth _puts it.40 This 
does not exclude Israel, but it includes all peoples. Our globe 
today hosts 223 independent nation states41 and an 
estimated 4.2 billion people who are divided into 16,750 sub
cultures and speak more than 5,000 mutually unintelligible 
languages. 42 

The marching order is upon the church to make all 
peoples disciples of Jesus by proclaiming that God's Son 
became incarnate man in this world, that he suffered, died, 
and rose that all might have forgiveness of sins and be 
reconciled to God. 

In order to make disciples of all nations, of all peoples, 
of all ethnic groups, of all tribes, and of all geographic fron
tiers, ethnic boarders and linguistic barriers as well as social 
and cultural divisions, the church must continue going 
forth and, having gone, make disciples. Blauw is right: "The 
making of disciples can happen only in a movement of the 
disciples of Christ towards all nations." 

B. The Universality of Christ's Precepts 

Jesus specifies in the Great Commission that teaching 
young converts all he has commanded is an integral part of 
disciplemaking. Disciples are made, not born, faith and life 
must be patterned after his precepts. Even children biologi
cally born to Christian parents must be spiritually reborn 
and then nurtured by teaching them all things Jesus com
manded. Both the person who commanded, and all that he 



132 

commanded are important. Blauw's observation is so perti
nent that it deserves to be quoted at length: 

The total dominion over the total world of men must 
also come to expression in a total dedication and sub
mission to what Jesus had commanded. That is not to 
say that life is to be submitted to a new impersonal law 
or legalism; it seems of great significance to me that 
there is no reference her to the "commandments of 
Jesus", but of "what I have commanded". The obedi
ence is determined by the relation to Jesus Christ 
Himself, not by a conformity to an impersonal com
mandment.43 

The command to teach all things is universally binding 
on both the discipler and the discipled. The one must obey 
the Lord and simply carry out his task and teach by word 
and deed; the other must obey and observe in daily living 
the things taught. This goes beyond mere indoctrination; it 
means new life formation. What must be clear beyond the 
shadow of a doubt, says Wameck, is "that Christianity does 
not merely bring a new teaching which is to be believed, but 
a new life which is to be lived. " 44 

The church, of course, must provide the context for 
teaching all things Christ commanded, as Elmer Martens 
observes. "When Paul established churches," says Martens, 
"he appointed elders whose work it was to take what they 
had 'heard .. .in the presence of many witnesses, entrust it 
to faithful men who would be able to teach others also' (II 
Tim. 2:2). " 45 This involves ongoing teaching and training, 
not in isolation, but in community and fellowship with 
believers. G.W. Peters is right in saying that "Christian 
disciples are not produced in moments of time, in isolation 
or in a doctrinal vacuum. Time, fellowship and teaching are 
not only important; they are essential. " 46 "Teaching all 
things" is an ongoing proces in disciplemaking until Jesus 
returns. 

C. The Universality of Christ's Presence 

In his classical hymn, "A Mighty Fortress is Our God," 
Martin Luther (1483-1546) made this humble confession: 



When we on our own strength rely 
We struggle, but are losing. 

Then he adds: 

But win when He is on our side, 
The Man of God's own choosing. 
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The disciplemaker has the assurance that the "man of God's 
own choosing" is on his side all the days. That gave Paul, 
the great discipler, the boldness to write from a jail cell in 
Rome, "I can do all things in him who strengthens me" 
(Phil. 4:13). The Christ of all authority and omnipotence is 
the Christ of omnipresence all the days of the mission era. 

IV. PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The question as to whether the Great Commission can 
be taught is difficult to answer. Yet there are several con
siderations based on a biblical injunction, on historical ex
perience and on psychological implications that should 
motivate us to action in teaching that the Great Commis
sion is binding for all times. 

A. Light From the Bible 

In the Old Testament God commanded his people, "You 
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all 
your soul, and with all your might" (Deut. 6:6), to which 
Christ adds, "love your neighbor as yourself" (Mt. 22:39). It 
is very explicit that the "Great Commandment" (Mt 22:36) 
should be taught diligently to each generation. By analogy, 
the same injunction can be applied to the words of the Great 
Commission: 

You shall teach them diligently to your children, and 
you shall talk of them when you sit in your home, 
and when you walk by the way, and when you lie 
down, and when you rise (Deut. 6:7). 

The value of the Great Commission lies in the very fact 
that the risen Lord expressed it in several forms before leav
ing this earth and that the Holy Spirit saw fit to record it in 
each of the Gospels and in Acts. This not only "witnesses to 
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its tradition in the early church," but it also "demonstrates 
its dynamic in the original movement of Christianity."47 

B. Lessons from History 

The history of world mission provides us with the most 
enlightening record on the response of the church to the 
Great Commission. Whenever the church has responded in 
obedience both its life at home and its witness in the world 
showed dynamic signs of vitality and spirituality on the 
road of its pilgrimage. But the opposite is also true. A few 
examples must suffice to illustrate my point. 

First, the apostolic church lived by the Great Commis
sion. It may be argued, as Harry Boer shows,48 that it was · 
the dynamic of the Holy Spirit and not obedience to the 
Great Commission that motivated the early church to 
engage in world mission. 

Whatever the motivating force may have been, three 
factors remain to be underscored.49 One is the account each 
gospel writer gives of the Great Commission. This stands as 
a monumental witness to its dynamic tradition in the 
primitive church. The second factor is the presence of a 
dynamic missionary movement in the early church. This 
demonstrates the realization of the Great Commission at 
that time. The third thing is Paul's consciousness of having 
been sent to the Gentile nations for the purpose of bringing 
the Gospel to them. His method of disciplemaking by 
preaching Christ crucified and risen, by baptizing or having 
baptized those who believe, and by teaching or discipling 
those baptized is clearly patterned after the Great Commis
sion. 

Second, the postapostolic church has "spelled out" the 
Great Commission under various circumstances, as the late 
Max Warren (1904-1978), director of the Church Mission 
Society, has put it. Warren makes reference to a pamphlet by 
Samuel Zwemer (1867-1952), "the apostle to Islam," on The 
Patience of God in Moslem Evangelisation. This pamphlet, 
Warren says, is one of his "more treasured possessions" 
because it helps him understand the response of the church 
to the Great Commission throughout history. 
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The patience of God-that surely is the only starting 
point for any theological understanding of the bitter
sweet story of how the Church in history has spelled-out 
and mis-spelled its great commission. 50 

Yes, the church has, indeed, mis-spelled the Great Com
mission by omitting the first letter in the second word which 
spells "omission." True, there has always been Light in 
Dark Ages, as Raymond Edman (1900-1967), former presi
dent of Wheaton College, has conclusively demonstrated. 
But some carried that light in the form of a barely glowing 
candle. Nonetheless, the Great Commission has always been 
taken seriously- if not by the church, then by individuals 
within the church in postapostolic and prereformation 
times. 

Third, there was a renewed, dynamic interest in the 
Great Commission within the so-called "Radical Reforma
tion" movement in the sixteenth century. With their em
phasis on the Believers' Church these Anabaptist or bibli
cally radical Christians were simply gripped by the force of 
the Great Commission accounts found in the gospels. 
Fanklin H. Littell, the Methodist scholar of the Anabaptist
Mennonite movement quotes the Great Commission 
passages from an early Luther Bible and then comments: 

No texts appear more frequently than the above in the 
confessions of faith and in court testimonies of the Ana
baptists, and none show more clearly the degree to 
which Anabaptism was different in conviction and type 
from the intact and stable ways of magesterial Protes
tantism. The Anabaptists ... believed that the Church of 
the Restitution, the True Church with its disciplined 
laymen ... were forerunners of a time to come, in which 
the Lord would establish His people and His law 
throughout the earth. 52 

The seriousness with which the Anabaptists approach
ed the Great Commission is seen in the frequent commis
sioning services they held in barns, mills, forests, and caves. 
One of the songs sung at these services tells the story. From 
a rather long poem I have selected and translated a few 
verses: 
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As God His Son was sending 
Into this world of sin, 
His Son is now commanding 
That we this world should win. 
He sends us and commissions 
To preach the Gospel clear, 
To call upon all nations 
To listen and to hear. 

To Thee, 0 God, we're praying, 
We're bent to do Thy will; 
Thy Word we are obeying, 
They glory we fulfill. 
All peoples we are telling 
To mend their sinful way, 
That they might cease rebelling, 
Lest judgment be their pay. 

And if Thou, Lord, desire, 
And should it be Thy will 
That we taste sword and fire 
By those who thus would kill, 
Then comfort, pray, our loved ones 
And tell them, we've endured. 
And we shall see them yonder
Eternally secured. 

Thy Word, 0 Lord, does teach us, 
And we do understand; 
Thy promises are with us 
Until the very end. 
Thou hast prepared a haven
Praised be Thy holy name. 
We laud Thee, God of heaven, 
Through Christ, our Lord. Amen! 

The commissioning ceremony was observed by the en
tire congregation. In most cases the missionaries were 
married men, leaving wife and children behind; occa
sionally wives went with their husbands. In the event 
that the missionaries would be executed by "sword and 
fire," as expressed in the song, the Church was commit
ted to take care of their widows and orphaned children. 53 
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Fourth, the era of renewal and pietism in Germany gave 
birth to a new thrust of world mission during the early part 
of the eighteenth century. Through the inspiration, vision, 
and motivation of men like Philipp Jakob Spener 
(1635-1727) and Nikolaus Ludwig Count von Zinzendorf 
(1700-1760) there emerged an unprecedented mission move
ment that took the Great Commission very seriously, 
literally carrying the gospel to the ends of the earth. 

At the close of that century God used the British 
shoemaker William Carey (1761-1834) to place a burden 
upon many Christians for the unevangelized peoples around 
the world. Obedience to the Great Commission became a 
central concept for men and women throughout Protestant 
Europe and America. This new awareness of the Christian 
obligation to "make disciples of all nations" gave rise to 
countless Christian denominations and congregations, 
loosely structured groups and firmly organized associations 
that were committed to carry out the Lord's mandate. 

C. Insight From Psychology 

One of the psycho-linguistic principles applied in 
language learning is repetition. The old adage that ''repeti
tion is the mother of all wisdom" may not be infallible, but it 
certainly has proven its worth many times. Whenever a con
cept or an action is repeated frequently enough it becomes 
part of one's spontaneous behaviour pattern. Life becomes 
conditioned by the impact of repetition. This may well have 
been Christ's reason for repeating the Great Commission on 
various occasions in the presence of his followers. It 
registered. Their minds became conditioned. They all went 
into mission work, except James who died as a true witness 
before he left Jerusalem. 

I have already alluded to the value of including the 
Great Commission in a confession of faith that is frequently 
repeated. G.W. Peters makes this pertinent observation on 
that point: 

It would be well for the church to realize the 
psychological significance and add the Great Commis
sion of our Lord to the Apostles' Creed which is confess-
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ed every Sunday in numerous churches. This could have 
wholesome results in the lives of many believers, 
engraving in the hearts and minds of participants a 
direction of life as well as a commission and responsi
bility. 54 

The same psychological principle is operative in the 
Lord's mandate to teach his commandments diligently to 
our children in the house and at work, in the morning and 
evening. It could become a rewarding practice if we as 
members of Christian families would take leave of each 
other with these words, "As you go, make disciples!" 

CONCLUSION 

It is often said that mission cannot be taught, it must 
be caught. That also applies to the Great Commission. True, 
one can teach many things about the Great Commission, 
but the Commission itself demands obedience, not informa
tion. Yet the merit in teaching and learning about the Great 
Commission lies not so much in information per se as in the 
inspiration and motivation derived from it. 

As my Father has sent me, so I send you. As you go, 
make disciples of all peoples. Having gone, preach the 
gospel to all creation; for repentance and forgiveness of 
sins must be preached in my name to all nations. 

You will be witnesses unto me 
to the ends of the earth 

And I will abide with you 
to the end of time. 

The Great Commission is binding to the church of 
Jesus Christ and must be taught and lived diligently by 
creed and deed to every generation until Christ comes 
back. 
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