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Over the past few weeks we’ve been exploring what it means for us to live life together as the
Church, the body of Christ. Our basic underlying assumption has been that there is a pattern to
life together as Church. There are certain things we do that are important for our being Church.
That pattern begins with us showing up. Recall from our first week, Acts 2, “They devoted
themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.
Day by day, they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate their
food with glad and generous hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of all the people.
And...the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.” (Acts 2:42, 46-47) Being
together in community, in worship and in small groups matters. In week two Jeft focused on
Paul’s description of the Church as the body of Christ from First Corinthians reminding us that
each member of the body is a gift and is necessary for the work of the whole body. Last Sunday
we focused on that same text and were reminded that as members of the body we are connected
to each other in a very powerful way and that connection means when one suffers, we all suffer.
And so, we can’t ignore the suffering of our brothers and sisters but instead are called to follow
Jesus’” example of stepping into the suffering of the world to come alongside our neighbors and
offer healing and hope in Christ’s name. And I followed that up by asking us to consider where
worship is sending us to serve God and others? This morning we conclude our series on the
Church giving our attention to the last few verses of the Gospel of Matthew. And so, it’s there
that I now want to turn. This is the Gospel of our Lord...

Read Matthew 28:16-20

This passage is often referred to as the “Great Commission”. It’s where our own denomination,
The United Methodist Church, takes the core of our mission statement believing that the Church
is called, not merely to make members, but to make disciples by teaching the faith and baptizing
others into the body of Christ. One commentator points out, the so-called “Great Commission is
actually sandwiched between a great affirmation on the one hand and a great promise on the
other. The great affirmation contains those words of the risen Christ as he goes ahead of his 11
disciples into Galilee.

Jesus says to them, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.” It's a staggering
claim. When you think that Matthew is writing his Gospel perhaps one generation after the
crucifixion of Jesus, and here a man crucified as a state criminal by the Roman authorities claims
to be the one to whom Caesar himself will bow the knee; that Jesus is the Lord not just of the



church, he is the Lord of history, he is the Lord of governments, he is the Lord of nations, he is
the Lord of the universe; that is the statement, which is the creed that the early Christians made
when they confessed at their baptism Jesus Christ is Lord. It's more than just a personal
statement, it's more than just a political statement; it's a cosmic statement of supreme and
universal Lordship. And the Great Commission to ‘make disciples’ flows out of that great
affirmation. It is because Jesus Christ, this crucified Jew is the Lord of the nations, that his
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followers, his disciples, his Church have a mission to all people.

Therefore, because this is who Jesus is, we who have been baptized into his body, we the Church,
have an imperative, a holy vocation to which we have been called. There is work to be done in
Jesus’ name. We are to teach, and to baptize, and to “make disciples”.

This is Kingdom work, not merely Church work. This isn’t about propping up the institution
with more warm bodies. This is the work Jesus was about and we're called to join in. Remember,
eleven disciples to whom Jesus is speaking here were all Jews who had left their jobs, everything
that they owned, to attach themselves to this man, to become his students, his apprentices, that
they might then carry on his work of proclaiming and living the good news that God’s Kingdom
is coming on earth. Now, Jesus says to them, to his Church, just as you have apprenticed yourself
to me and learned from me during these past three years, now you are to invite others to come
and do the same.”

Make disciples — that’s what we’re called to do. We’re not called to run a religious organization
or to produce religious products for spiritually-minded people to consume. We're not called to
make members, to merely add names to the roll, or to make admirers of Jesus or folks with a
vague interest in Jesus.

We are commanded to make disciples. We’re called to help other people become faithful,
committed, obedient followers of Christ whose lives are so transformed by their relationship with
Jesus that they then become instruments of transformation through which God works to
transform and renew the world.

Dave Putnam our Auxano consultant who’s been leading our vision conversations put it this
way. The Church joins the Spirit in the work of making disciples, of forming people who become
missionaries or planters of the gospel where they live, work and play.

I think a great question, a biblical question for us to wrestle with in all of our committees, and
ministry teams, and work areas, and classes, and activities, and programs, and small groups, and
with our staff and key leaders is, “Is the work we are about, the ministries and mission that we are
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giving our time, our energy, our prayers, and our resources to, is that work advancing our
mission to make disciples who are committed, obedient, faithful followers of Jesus, or, are we
merely making members or attenders of a religious organization known as Boone United
Methodist Church?”

Our Lord commands us to teach, to baptize, and to join the Spirit in the work of making
disciples, who then make other disciples, who then make other disciples, so that the influence of
the Gospel ripples out into every corner of God’s creation.

So, let me say just a couple of things about this. First, we don’t make disciples of others without
first becoming disciples ourselves. We cannot give to others what we don’t already have. If we
are content splashing around in the shallow end of the pool, dabbling in faith, admiring Jesus
from a distance; our witness, our disciple-making efforts will lack power and effectiveness and
will ultimately be unconvincing. The reason the witness of the early Church shook the
foundations of the empire and transformed the landscape around them is that there was no
doubt about the transformation that had occurred in the lives of Jesus’ earliest followers. They
were all in, they had given themselves whole-heartedly to life in Christ. They were not almost
Christian. They were altogether Christian. Now that doesn’t mean they lacked fear or doubt, of
course they had moments of fear and doubt. For many of them following Jesus was literally a
matter of life and death. It put themselves and their families at risk. What they had was an
unwavering conviction that in Jesus they had encountered the Life that really is life, and that life
was worth abundantly far more than the bondage and lies in which they had been living. And so,
they wanted others to know that same freedom, that same sense of purpose, to know what it
means to be forgiven, to be alive in God with Christ, and to know that God’s love wins. They
were themselves disciples of Christ and so from a place of authenticity they could invite others to
discover life in Christ. They could and did make disciples and day by day the Lord added to their
number.

Second, how do we know when we’re doing this well? How do we know we’re actually making
disciples and not just adding numbers to the roll? Well, the short answer is, disciples are people
who over time come to look more and more like Jesus. That’s why Luther referred to Christians
as “little Christ’s”. Wesley says you know you’re making disciples when you see people loving
God with their whole heart, mind, body and soul and loving their neighbors as themselves.

Next week we’re going to begin a new series called Set Free in which we’ll explore the fruit of the
Spirit. Paul argues that you can see fruit in those who are abiding in Christ and are daily growing
in Christ, you can see in their lives tangible signs of transformation - things like love, joy, peace,
patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. (Galatians 5:13-26)
Disciples of Christ bear this kind of fruit because Jesus embodied this way of life.



And let’s not forget, Matthew, who gives us the Great Commission to make disciples, also had a
lot to say about what faithful disciples look like, saying,...

“Blessed are the poor in spirit,... Blessed are those who mourn,...Blessed are the
meek,...Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,... Blessed are the
merciful,... Blessed are the pure in heart,... Blessed are the peacemakers,...Blessed are those
who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake,...”. (Matthew 5:3-10) And again, disciples,
“You are the salt of the earth...and you are the light of the world.”(Matthew 5:13-14)
“Turn the other cheek,...give to everyone who begs from you,...and love your enemies.”
(Matthew 5)

We know what disciples look like when we see them. They look like Jesus. And so, part of our
vocation, our calling as the Church, is to help people discover, what life in Christ is really like.

Everything we do as Church must revolve around this holy calling. As Mike Breen likes to say, if
you try to build the church, in other words, if you focus on the maintenance and mechanics of
the institution you will rarely get disciples. An internal focus on the organization doesn’t lead to
people who have given themselves whole-heartedly to being obedient to Christ.

But, if you make disciples, if you baptize and teach and do the long obedient work of forming
people in the faith until they look like Jesus you will always get the church. That’s because
discipleship is the engine that drives the mission of the Church.

So, we have the great affirmation and the great commission. And, all of this was and is possible
because of the great promise: “Remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” Jesus
promises his empowering Spirit, his presence, to us his church if we are faithful to him. We are
not in this disciple-making work alone. The risen Christ goes behind, and before, and beside,
and within us. We are not, nor will we ever be, alone.

So, Jesus’ final word to us the Church is an affirmation, a command, and a promise.
“All authority has been given to me. Therefore, make disciples of all people. Teaching them to
obey everything that I have taught. And I am with you always ... ". Thanks be to God. Amen.



