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The first impression regarding a paper on this subject was that it was un-
necessary for the select group gathering for this Congress, After long and
serious deliberation there was a reversal of this initial impression. The
need for a careful evaluation of the Great Commmission is found in the
fact that many Christians misunderstand what it meant when it was given,
and how it relates to each individual and to each group of Christians.
There is in the Christian community today a tendency to misinterpret or
disregard the intention of Christ when he expressed the Great Commis-
stor.

This paper will deal with the Great Commission as found in Matt.
28:18.20; Mark 16:15-16; Luke 24:44-49; John 20:21-23 and Acis 1:8,
All of these are seen as statements of the Lord Jesus Christ describing his
intentions for his disciples in his world.

The basis of the Great Commission

© The content of the Great Commission is not an extra that is added as
an afterthought at the conclusion of the life and teaching of Jesus. Rather
its origin is in the nature of God himself. Since God is the one irue God,
all ¢created things are his possession and under his dominion. Thus the
worldwide scope included in the Great Commission is consistent with his
essential nature. Also the essence of his being is love, That love is defined
in simple grandeur in John 3:16 where its object is the world. And in
John 1:29 jesus is heralded as “the Lamb of God which taketh away the
sins of the world.”” Countless other references, such as II Cor. 5:19, 1
John 2:2, Eph. 1:8-11, 3:5-13; Col. 1:27-29; Acts 17:26, reveal that the
one true God encompasses the entire universe through creation and
through loving recreation in the death and resurrection of his only begot-
ten Son, Jesus Christ.

Closely related to this concept, yet uniquely distinet from it, we find
the Great Commission based on the authority of Jesus Christ. In one
sense this is a repetition of the above emphasis, in that just as Jesus is one
with God, everything that was said about the universal nature of God and
his love for a world would be applicable to Jesus Christ, However, in a
unique sense Jesus has the authority to commission his people to disciple
all peoples. .

This authority is based on his human experience in which as fully
God and fully man he himself went forth to make disciples. Then through
his sacrificial death with its resurrection quality, he demonstrated’ his
eligibility for full authiority. He catried out his divinély appointed mis-
sion as God's sacrifice for human sin, and by his own volition handed his
soul back to God. In this divinely shrouded mystery he moved into the
thione room of death, hell and Satan, He destroyed Satan’s power,
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semoved death’s frightening hold on humanity, and robbed hell of all

who would believe on him as Savior. It was this Jesus who in quiet,

supreme confidence couid stand on the mount in Galilee and say to those

who gathered there and to ali who would gather to him throughout

hum'm history, “All authority is given unio me.” This is the basis for the
Cireat Commission.

The Great Commission is, however, rocted also in  the condition of
mankind, There are many inmgs taught about man by those wie rely on
some form of human reasoning or religious ¢itual or scientific knowledge
ur psychological preﬂmentauon But, according. to the revelation of
Tiod, every human being isin a condition of oeparataon from God. He is
cut off from the only source of life, He' is in the grip of death, being con-
saminated by sin, being hopeiessly, heiplessly dominated by Satan. This
condition of 'numamty is another basis for the Great Commission.

The significance of fhe Cirear Commission
It i impertant to recognize that the specific staiements of the Great
Commission were given during the forty days petween the resurrection
and the ascension of Jesus Christ. Yet ‘the various accounts do not add a
sew or unique truth to other teachings in ¢he Scripture, In fact, as early as
Clen. 12:3, we find the first specafxc indication that God’s choosing of an
individual from whom he wouid raise up a family, and uitimately a na-
ion, was for the specific purpose of blessing all humanity. The truth i
peated throughout Scnptufe that God gives spiritual blessing in order
at those blessed may be channels through wmch God can bless the

raximum numbes of peopie.

iear that the concept of God's desire to reach all peopie and of
& mdividuals wirom he has chosen to reac 4 these peo-
ure. 1t is equally apparent that from the
B¢ his pUTpOse, man was given freedom (o obey
spfritual being greated in tne image of God him-
needing forgivencss and the assurance of Christ’s
£ e trughi 50;’ wefore the giving of the Great Commis-
fesp '.meé siatement of this concept was not 0
o communicaie & new comimnend or o deﬂcube a iask
! unt been defined previously, Rather it was g concise summary
¢ wonid orystallize and make practical what ihe early djscsples had

3

wies who had gathered on the night of his resurrection is of importange,
'{Enth Luke's description (Luke 24:44-40) and Johr's statement {Iohi
70:21) were taken from Jesus’ first post-resurrection meeting with the ten
aposties, Although undoubtedly he said many things that night, the Bpirit
of God 1aid on both of these a sense of divine importance that this must
he recorded for Christ's people. Perhaps Mark's reference (16: 15-16) 1
to that same night, although it may be referring to the following Sunday
evening when Thomas was present. Matt. 28:18-20, which is commonly
regarded as the classic expresslon of the Great Commission, was not
stated on either of these meetings, This was said on the Mount in Galilee.
Jesus referred to this prearranged meeting when he saw the women just
after his resurrection. Perhaps this was the same gathering referred toin

evparienced, !eamed and felf. ”%“he fact that it was stated to the ten G;sm- -
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I Cor. 15 where five hundred were in attendance. All we know that was
recorded ‘about this meeting was the commissioning of these who had
gathered there to disciple the nations. 1t seems that the: reference in ‘Acts
1:8 was ‘on the Mount of Olives’ on ‘tHe day of Lhe Lord s ascensnon a full
forty days clfter the resurrection.”

" Inother words, the emphams most frequently recorded of the tedili-
mg of Jesus 1mmed;ately prior to his ascefision was dealing with the
Great Commission, It obvsously was considered by'our Lord and Master
to be one of the most urgent emphases’ that ke needed to leave ‘with h1s
disciples. Heé evidéntly felt that it was nnportant to underseore this
teaching through repetition. 1t is, o far aswe know, the Tast thing he said
before dlsappearmg 1n‘m heaven lf in his ¢ economy of words and careful

should make every effort to full 1 d
that ‘which he taught ¥y un erstand and consnstently practlce

Flom a pragmatlc viewp
point,” there are other elements of s; -
nific.ance Thls bharply foeused summatlon of what th1s group if

action to translate to thie world what Christ had done an

words und oubtedly echioed in their hearts to focus'their ¢ dgetsgﬁﬁtb;};?g
thie Tewish, limitations that had attempted to contain the teachmgs of
Christ, This ¢léarly stated worldwide ob]t‘:ct:ve would be “dsed of the
Holy Spn‘ﬁ: to break down their prejudlc sand toavoid their tendeney (s}
seftle’ dowr in Jernsalem. It was the approprlate Clhmactic note to the life
‘hd: teachmgs of Jesus and’ the’ opering trumpet blast launchmg the
newborn Chnstlan fellowsblp toward the ends of thc earth

The meamng of the Greaz‘ Commzssaon . :

~Considerable emphams has-been given.io-the fact that in Matthew s
statement the word “go” is in fact a: participle. Difference of ‘ppinion
comes as to whether this is a participle that has an imperative inherent in
ityorwhether it was simply a statement that-as Christians were going tney
were to;-chsmple_the natiens. Some have-used this parti'ciplel-'tn,insist, that
Jesus did not:command his-disciples to.go. He did; they continue, com-
mand-them to disciple the nations as.they.went, Whereas linguistically. a
£ase could be made for.this viewpoint; it has- some inherent dangers'fe'r
the Christian community. Some would conclude; that- Jesus has.never
commanded us:to go to.all the:world: He has simply: said, if you happen
to:be going.for. some, other reason,. you,.ough_t. ta; disc1ple the nations
-.w.hereve-r you:go.They thus:have.deleted from. the.feaening of Jesys a
vital element.and haye-diluted the-Christian. experienee Without erguing
the-particular -verseiin queStlon it-would. be:wise it analyze the-tofal
:blbheal teaching and the experience. of the Early; Church.

5 AR analys1s of John 20:21 reveals.Jesus sending each- of us: Of: lhe
same mission; on:which, his; Father sent-him. . In - Mark’s. Gospel the. final
statement given-immediately prior-1o his ascension, ,the empowering of

the: Holy. Spirit; is for the purpose of sending:Christians to the ends.of the

garth. The-very fact that the-easly followers.were catled the./'sent forth
ones” (from: apostello ).indicates-that Jesus.was committing, his followers
t0.2 worldwide task; The whole: expéeriehce inthe book of Acts describes
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without any question the fact that the early gathered community of Chris-
tians was a going-forih, discipling community rather than a community
that just happened to go somewhere and disciple the nations. The early
experience at Antioch indicated that under the leadership of the Holy
Spirit, Paul and Barnabas were sei apart and sent forth, Although it may
seem to be laboring the point, it does appear to be urgent that the Chris-
tian community never lose sight of the fact that the command to go to the
ends of the earth is essential in the Christian experience and in the teach-
ings of Jesus Christ. Some are sent forth under the command of Christ on
a specific mission to disciple the nations, '
1t is also true, however, that the various versions of the Great Com-
mission emphasize that every Chyistian is under this mandate. An €rror
equally dangerous to that of not believing that anyone is comianded to
go forth as detailed above, is that which says only a specified few who are
called missionaries are sent to the ends of the earth. It is clear in the
statements of the Great Commission that every Christian, wherever he is,
is commanded to disciple others. The fact that out of the original eleven
perhaps no more than one was really “at home” in Jerusalem, could sug-
gest that the emphasis Jesus is making is not that we are to g0 to our
homes 1o start, but that we are to be involved in discipling wherever we
are when we commit ourselves to Christ. We areto continue discipling at
every place he leads us. This is the privilege and obligation of every
Christian and every gathered body of Christians who desire to be obe-
dient to Jesus Christ. There is error built into the concept which suggests
that this is a specialized instruction to those who would be jnvolved in
communicating Jesus Christ in cross-cnltural boundaries which are
populariy known as foreign missions. Nor is this a special restricted kind
of order given to the ordained pastor or deacon or the one sent forth
within the boundary of his own-nation or his own community. This is the
expression of Christ’s will for every Christian and every group of Chris-
tians. - : : : : g :

The meaning of this Commission -also needs to be clarified at the
point of whether it has within it a developmental or progressive concept.
Was Jesus teaching that the Christians should fully meet the spiritual
needs and fully disciple those in Jerusalem before they moved to
Samaria, and culminate that task before they moved to Judaea, and finish
that work before they moved to the ends of the earth?

Probably none in attendance at this conference is troubled with
these misconceptions, However, it is remarkable that a nurmber of Chris-
tians justify their involvement locally and their neglect of the rest of the
world on the basis that “Jerusalem” has great need and they cannot spare
personnel or resources for the rest of the world untit they do a better job
at home. It is instructive to note the experience of these first-generation
Christians. Peter, who was called to work primarily among his own peo-
ple, the Jews, was sent early inthe Christiar experience to Cornelius, a
Gentile. Further affirmation is found in the fact - that, whereas Paul
became known as the apostle to the Gentiles, inevitably and invariably

ke communicated in the synagogue, to the Jewish people wherever he
went before moving on into a Gentile community. By precept and exam-
ple those who were nearest Christ demonstrated that all of the elements

AR
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regarding focation or kinds of people to be discipled were to be carried
out simultaneously rather than sequentially. The Great Commission
Zi];e:lrii;l?:t e\_rleryd(;h_]tislt‘ian and every group of Christians is to be engaged
ously, disciplin i iving in ev :
the world in eyach gerlljcra%isr‘:.ﬁw kind of pergon tiving in EVCI‘B{ Ares of
Further meaning is found in this command of Chris ibes
clearly the purpose of sending Christians. Either implgegg }:)? isgfg:ib?ri
c_ach of the expressions of his commissioning is an emaphasis on the salvé-
tion of‘the lost world. In Matthew’s Gospel, when he talks of diécip!ingl'
the nations and then baptizing ther, there is implicit in that statement |
that Fhﬁy are ﬂrst to turn from sin, become followers of Jesus, and then
publicly identify themselves as Christians. In Mark’s statement about
going forth into all of the world and preaching the Gospel to even
creature, the purpose is that they might believe and be saved. The sober)-{
ing counterpart is that to disbelieve is to be condemned. In Luke's
Gospel again the emphasis is given that repentance and rerission of sin
should be preached in Jesus' name beginning at Jerusalem and going oiit
among all other nations, It was the witness to this truth that was laid wpon
the new Christian community. John's Gospel has an even more diéturt?ing :
note. He states that as they went out to remit sin, the sins of these people
xgﬁig Eg izgftteéi, ’?;1}1: as they retained sins, the sins of those hearers
; ined. Ther i iewpol |
eaning df_ e e_.are, of course, various viewpoints as to the
The above reference could mean that as Christians r §
th‘e manner and for the purpose Christ was serﬁt), failurgrtzsif:;rﬂgit&g;
will. mean that the world has no witness and will retain their sins. But to
_bca{_.a witness .wquld mean that. those believing would find théif sing
rcmxtte_d: A variation of this interpretation isthat those receiving the wit-
ness retain the freedom of choice, Upon hearing; those who refuse, retain
.;p’eiuj own sins; and those who believe find their sins remitted. The essen-
g}a meaning is the same, although the emphasis shifts slightly between
ese two interpretations. Nevertheless, it is clear that the purpose of th
_s.en_d;ng forth was to save mern from their sins. PuP ‘
It appears to be obvious, however, that a simple ¢ i .
Gospel and an initial yes of no to Jesus Christ waspné)tpa;;ctllfaf? 'iéz?ngf:ﬁ
iﬁf« 1:; the Great Commission. There is mention in both Matthew and
red{ri of the _cqmmand to baptizg. Algh_ough it does raise guestions to
ad too much into terminology like this, it does have some implications
In the~ subsequent practice of the New Tgstamem'believers; the common
ixpe‘r{ence was that baptism was related to a public acknowledgment of
esus in t}ae context of a Christian community. It seems that Jesus was
emphasmmg that his sending forth was not just to announce the Gospel i :
passing, but was ‘also to minister to the new converts in such a wa pas.tg
identify them with other Christians in their focality. This ap'eirs to
mean that the charge of Jesus Christ is more inclusive than simpﬁ bear-
ing a E'}rlef witness and moving on, However, there are some Wl)l(() feel
committed to this type of ministry particularly in the light of a possible
interpretation of Matt. 24:14. Yet it appears that the command to the
whole body of Christians requires more than a seed-sowing ministry tc
fulfill the intention of the Lord’s command. ® e
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Of course, the further emphasis in Matthew 28 urging the teaching of
those discipled to observe ail things whatsoever Jesus had commarnded
certainly lays upon the followers of Christ a significant and heavy
responsibility that will never be fully completed before the Lord does
return. i
Another meaning that seems to be an indispensable ingredient of the
orginat Great Commission, but is implied rather than specifically stated,
i the fact that this Commission was given to the gathered community of
Christians as well as being incumbent on each individual believer. Thisis
suggested by the fact that it was stated to the Christian community each
{ime it was uttered: It is also evidenced in the succeeding practice of the
newly-born Christian gatherings. To mention only one example would be
to call attention to Acts 13 when the ecclesia at Antioch was instructed
by the Holy Spirit and subsequently sent forth Paul and Barnabas on

what has been referred to as their first missionary journey. Throughout
the New Testament this appears to be the practice where the group felt
the responsibility of sending forth and of supporting prayerfully and
financially those who were sent. , s
 The ecclesia gathered at Antioch, at Ephesus and Philippt are repre-
sentative of others who participated in the sending forth of called-out
ones as the Holy Spirit moved among them. This reveals first of all that
when the Gospel is preached and individuals are won, they will be drawn
by the Holy Spirit into a fellowship which we call the ecclesia of Jesus
Christ. It appears clear also that these original fellowships felt there was
a responsibility laid on them to be involved in the carrying out of the
Commission of Jesus Christ. Mot only by example, but by teaching -as
reflected in Ephesians 3, we draw these conciusions. In Eph. 3:5-12 we
see Paul -indicating that the mystery of God had revealed that by the
“proclamation of the Gospel the Gentiles (the peoples) would be brought
into upion and fellowship with the original chosen people of God. He
goes on to explain that Paul was made a ministet of this Gospel, but clari-
fies it in verse 10 that it is through the. ecélesia of God that this
mysterious working will be demonstrated not only to the world but to the
principalities and powers in the heavenly places. 1t seems evident,
_ therefore, that the Gireat Commission lays a command and responsibility
on the gathered Christian community-as well as the individual believer.
This leads to another strong and clear teaching of the New Testa-
ment that may have been lost in modern times. There is error in the
minds of many regarding the mission privilege of the newly gathered ec-
clesia. There are many who mistakenly believe that a Christian com-
munity that is still young and without many material resources should
not be expected to be involved in witness to the uttermost parts of the
carth, This is a contemporary distortion of the Gospel. The clear teach-
ing of the New Testament is that from the initial gathering of a group into
a fellowship which we call the eactesia of Jesus Christ; that group was
reaching out into its own Yerusalem, further to its own-Samaria, past its
own- Judaea to the uttermost parts of the earth. Through the prayers
recorded in the Mew Testament, through the going forth of the early
Christians, through the setting apart of those to go out and the support in
prayer and finances, it is without question a fact that from the first the
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2i6\:;t]“gstame_:nt_ ecclesia felt a divine obligation-to be obedient to the
o Sugge:tmgrzt;m?n_ o}floEr L(‘(:)rd Jesus Christ. For anyone today to-impiy
, 01'to teach that Christian communities o irth ’
to s : heist ies of recent birth sho
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its in e o : .
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The:sgurance in the Great Comunission
s best we can read the early record, the larges
3 ee . gest number who h
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. er than the specific
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in tl ; dark being the exception), th i
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plr_leaS being m_brcathe_d into the followers of Jesus Christ in order tg
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s this could be pursued in each of the ace il b -
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1t may well be that.the failure.of the Christian community to o to
the ends of the earth and discipie the nations has been more at this-peint
than at any other. Perhaps it-has ot been that the Christian community
has failed to understand the command. Perhaps it has not been that the
Christian community deliberately ignored or neglected or disobeyed the
command that they understood. It may be that the lack of fulfillment of
the Great Commission has been at the point of a blurred understaiiding
of how it was to be done. Some have tried diligently -and earnestly
through careful pranning and promotion and publicity to carry on exten-
sive evangelistic crusades and witnessing programs. Some have given
themselves and considerable resourees to mass miedia either in terms of
radic and television or of printed material in various forms. Some have
grasped edueation, either of the masses in secular education or of the
leadership of the Christian community through theological education,
and haye attempted to comply with the Gireat Commission in these terims.
Others have sought through various service: ministries of healing or of
feeding the hungry or of housing the homeless to communicate the
Gospel to the world. None of these-things is bad, Neither is.any.of them
the full and complete intention of the Great Commission. -

The biblical teaching is that the intention of Jesus Christ.as stated in
this command only becomes a possibility through the power: and indwell-
ing presence of his Holy Spirit. It is probably accuraie to affirm that if
the Holy Spirit controls and fulty indwells and empowers the tife of
Christians who have the restraining teaching of God’s Word as their
guideline, the Christian community will without question fulfill this in-
perative of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. It may be equally accurate
to say that when this command is not fulfilled, there is a lack of the full
empowering of the Holy Spirit.. ' c

It needs to be kept in sharp focus that what is being discussed is not

. some scheme flowing out of the creative intellect of humanity. What is
being discussed 1§ something that flowed from the fieart of God from &l

“eternity. The Great Commission describes a work that is based on the

. very nature and authority of the living God. It describes his work. It in-
volves his called-out and sent-foith people. It is effected through his in-
dwelling personal presence. It has as its objective his world and his cre-
ated peoples made in his own image. o ' '

As Jesus closed the Great Commission in Matthew, he promised his
immediate personal presence until the consummation of human history,
He did not use the term «until the end of the age” as though time was
going to dribble away. Mot as if the spring of the universe would become
weak and wind down, and power would finally be no more¢. He used the
term rather in an ascending concept. He indicated that his power work-
ing fully and freely in this world would bring humanity to the culmina-
tion and consummation of its history in the fullness and presence of the
power of Jesus Christ, He promised his abiding presence. Yet it could be
affirmed that his abiding presence was promised on the basis of obe-
dience to his Great Corimission. It just might be true that those of his
people who are not obedient to his command have forfeited at least the
awareness and perhaps the fullness of the abiding presence of Jesus
Chrigt which he promised. But there are many who are ¢lear in their un-
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dcrstaﬁding and faj
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Through the i
11 the nations wi
¢ consummation of this age. i




