The End (...and Also, the Beginning) (28:16-20)

Turn with me, if you have a bible, to Matthew 28. What do y’all say we finish the book of
Matthew today? | thought you guys might be game for that. If you’re here for the first
time this morning, we have been working our way, verse-by-verse, through the book of
Matthew for nearly four years, on and off. We've learned so much about who Jesus is
and what his time on earth was like. We've learned what he taught and what he did and
what he wanted us to know about life in what he called “the kingdom of heaven.” And
this week, we bring the whole thing to a close.

Running it all the way back. No, I’'m joking. But today, we are
going to finish things out.

What we’re about to read is just four verses (probably one of the shortest passages
we’ve covered in the entire book). But as Jesus’ final words to his disciples, these four
verses are absolutely jam-packed with meaning, and instruction, and significance—as |
think you'’ll see as we go along. So let’s just hop in. Pick it up with me with me in chapter
28, v. 16:

[16] Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had
told them to go.

So if you’ll remember, in the passage we covered two weeks ago on Easter, Jesus told
the women at the empty tomb to tell the other disciples to head into Galilee, which is
where he would meet them post-resurrection. Those instructions apparently have made
their way to the disciples, because here in v. 16 it says that's exactly where they go. And
once they’re there, they do in fact see Jesus. Verse 17:

[17] When they saw him, they worshiped him (as I'd imagine some of us would if
the guy who told us he was God, and told us he’d come back from the dead after
three days, did in fact come back from the dead—they worshiped him. But—don’t
miss this part...); but some doubted.

Now, | absolutely love the honesty of the Bible here. Because this means that after
Jesus has been crucified (just as he predicted would happen), after he’s been
resurrected on the third day (just as he predicted he would be), and as he’s standing in
front of them, in the flesh, nail scars in his hands and all, resurrected and all...after all of
that, the bible says that at least some of the twelve disciples went,



And as crazy as that might sound to us, | also think we should find it a bit instructive.

And as much as | understand
that sentiment, this passage would seem to prove it dead wrong. Because here were
eleven guys who had followed Jesus around from the beginning...who saw everything
he did and everything he taught...who saw him crucified and then back from the
dead...and still, it says, some of them “doubted.” So maybe the source of our doubt isn’t
what we think it is.

You see, over and over again, the Scriptures are going to insist that doubt is not
actually a problem with our eyes or our ears; it’s actually a problem with our
hearts. It's not primarily a problem with what we see or don’t see, with what we can
logically prove or not prove; it's a problem with the things our hearts want. The things our
hearts want and don’t want us to believe. Which is why some of the people who see it all
in this passage can see it all and still have doubts. That's worth sitting with | think. / Now,
that part of the teaching is for free. Not even the point of this passage—just a casual
observation from it. The point of the passage, / think, is what comes next. Because in v.
18, Jesus says to all the disciples—the ones believing and worshiping, AND the ones
unsure and doubting—the following words. Verse 18:

[18] Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth
has been given to me. If you’re wondering, that’s how you say “Jesus is Lord” in
the first person: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.”
Verse 19: [19] Therefore (in light of that...) go and make disciples of all nations
(we’re going to circle back and unpack all this language here in a moment. “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 | have commanded you. And surely | am with you always, to the
very end of the age.”

/Il So these are the final instructions given from Jesus to his disciples in Matthew’s
gospel. This is what he wants them to do, from this point forward. So this is the end of
Matthew’s gospel. But it’s really, in many ways, the very beginning of the Jesus
movement. Jesus is commissioning and sending his disciples out to go and do what
he’s been training them to do all along. What he’s been doing with them all along...is
now what he wants them to do for others.

And make no mistake about it: this commandment from Jesus also makes its way,
down throughout history, straight to you and I. Followers of Jesus foday are called to
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do the very same thing Jesus’ first disciples were asked to do here. Theologians have
typically called these verses the “Great Commission™-as in, the commission given to all
followers of Jesus everywhere at all times. If there’s one place in the bible that
summarizes what we are called to do with our time, effort, energy, and resources
as followers of Jesus...this is it right here. / So to me, it makes a lot of sense to
spend a substantial amount of time together this morning, as we close out our series,
understanding exactly what it is that Jesus is calling us to do. Just breaking down the
particulars of this commission. So that’'s what we’re going to do for the rest of our time.

So let’s take each part of Jesus’ instructions in turn. First, Jesus says...

Go...

That word means exactly what it sounds like it means in English.

In this case, Jesus is talking about
his disciples “going.” But what'’s interesting is that the way Jesus says it, it's actually in
what’s called the aorist passive voice. So in English, it would sound a little more clunky,
but a more literal translation would be something like “therefore, having gone, make
disciples...” In other words, Jesus isn’t just commanding them to go; he’s
assuming that they already have gone. He’s assuming they know that their job
isn’t just to stay in one place and keep this whole kingdom of heaven thing to
themselves.

Now, that matters for them because, best we can tell, they’ve been sort of hiding in the
upper room since everything happened back on Good Friday, unsure of whether they
should “go” anywhere. Many of them are terrified by what happened to Jesus on the
cross, and at least somewhat terrified that something similar could happen to them if
they show their face in public. So they’ve mostly been out of the public’s eye, part
mourning and part hiding, since Jesus died. Jesus here is nudging them out of that
place: “Go,” he says. Don’t stay. Don’t hide. | want you to go.

And | think this part of the passage matters fremendously for us today, as well. Because
at times, I've found we have a similar tendency to the disciples. Sometimes our tendency
too is to spend more time staying in one place than we do going. Now maybe for us, the
motive is different. Maybe we don’t stay because we’re scared or because we’re
mourning; maybe we stay because we’re comfortable.
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All of that is just another form of “staying.”
Which is what Jesus calls his disciples out of here; | think Jesus says to us foday, the
same thing he said to his disciples then. And that’s that we are to “go.” Are you following
so far?

Second thing Jesus says is...

...make disciples...

So this is what we are called to go do: make disciples. That word is actually a verb:
literally, “...go and disciple all nations...” Jesus’ desire is that his disciples would now
turn around and disciple other people, just like he has discipled them. /

Well, the noun form of the word just
means “learner” or “student”-but some have made the case that the best English
translation would be a word like “apprentice.” Because the word disciple in the first
century didn’t just mean student in the way that we use that word today, where
you go to some classes, take some notes, take some exams, and get a degree. It
actually meant to walk through life with the person you were learning from, to
watch how they do things, and then imitate that way of doing those things
yourself. It was essentially, to be an apprentice.

The other part is that you need on-the-job training. You need to watch somebody else
doing what you want to learn to do.

Okay, that’s what it means to be a disciple—not just that you know things about a
relationship with God, but that you Jive a relationship with God. Which explains
why, back

He said, “come and follow me.” And he
meant that literally. As in, “grab your stuff and walk alongside and behind me as | do life.
Let me show you how to navigate the complexities and intricacies of your day-to-day the
way / do.” That’'s what discipleship is. It's definitely a type of learning, but it's on-the-job
learning. It's life-on-life learning.



So when it says for us to go and disciple others, it doesn’t just mean “impart some facts
about God to them.” That's important, but that’s not discipleship. It means you actually
have to open up your life in such a way that people can watch you follow Jesus, and
then learn how to follow Jesus themselves. We'll circle back to that in more detail here in
a moment, but for now, | just want you to hear that difference.

For now, let’s look at the next thing Jesus says, which is...

...of all nations

He says “go and make disciples of all nations.” So this part also requires some context.
Keep in mind that the eleven disciples Jesus is saying this to are all Jewish men. Men
who are still probably still largely under the impression that the Jesus movement is a
movement just for the Jewish people.

He’s trying to regularly show them that
his kingdom is bigger than just the Jewish people.

And here, just to remove any lingering doubt about it, Jesus just said here, “go” and
“‘make disciples” of “all nations.” Of how many nations? All of them. Every single one of
them.

Jesus means his instructions
here. Go and make disciples of all nations. All ethnicities. All people groups. All
corners of society. All socioeconomic statuses. Go and make disciples of all of
them.

This part matters to us for a couple reasons. One, because we live in a city where in a

lot of ways, the "nations” actually come to us.
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The second reason it matters for us is because we have more ability to reach all
nations with the gospel today, than any society to ever exist before us. Have you
ever thought about it like that?

Many of us should seriously consider how to be a part of
either going, or giving so others can go.

But listen: all of us, bare minimum, should take seriously Jesus’ instructions to go
to “all nations” and make disciples. To see it as our responsibility to introduce our
friends, neighbors, coworkers, family members—you name it—to Jesus and his way of life.
Regardless of their background. Regardless of their faith tradition. Regardless of their
ethnicity or their socioeconomic status. Regardless of how much we personally do or
don’t like hanging out with them. Regardless of how they vote or what they believe.
Jesus'’ instructions apply to us: “go and make disciples of all nations.”

Third thing he says is that we do this by, first...

...baptizing them...

Baptism is a public demonstration of a person coming to know, love,
and follow Jesus. It's a way of visualizing Jesus’ death and resurrection by going under
the water, and then coming back up out of the water. And also, visually representing that
person’s own death and resurrection, spiritually speaking.
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So when Jesus says here, in this passage, that making disciples involves “baptizing”
them...he’s saying that it involves leading people to make a decision to know, love, and
follow Jesus for the first time. Now, it’s not just a one-time decision, as we’re going
to discuss here in a moment. But it’s also not /ess than a one-time decision. In
other words, you can’t teach someone to obey everything Jesus has commanded,
unless they’ve first acknowledged and agreed that Jesus is their authority in the
first place. Am | making sense? It has to start there. You can’t skip this step. There has
to come a moment where that person says “I believe in Jesus, | believe that he is who he
says he is, and I'm giving him functional authority over my life.” That's what baptism
represents.

Now, this part of Jesus’ instructions, if I'm honest, is something | think we could grow in
as a church. And we’re going to talk about that in more detail here in about a month as
part of our next series. But here’s the short version:

Of helping them come to understand what it looks like to
operate with him as their ultimate authority. And according to Jesus in Matthew 28, that’s
really where discipleship starts. It's one decision to submit your life to Jesus, that then
leads to a lifetime of other decisions to follow him. Make sense? That's why Jesus says
that “baptizing” them is an essential part of discipleship.

And then we have the final instruction...

...teaching them to obey...

So here, we get to the other side of the coin. While the decision to follow Jesus is
just that (a decision), it doesn’t stop at that one decision. That decision is the on-
ramp to learning a life of obedience to Jesus.

But think about it this way: in reality, all of us live in “obedience” to something. Some of
us obey our desires. Some of us obey our sex drive. Some of us obey our feelings.

Some of us obey our intellect. Some of us obey external authorities; like political parties
or cultural trends or world philosophies. And most of us probably obey a combination of
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many of those things | just listed, and more. But all of us live in obedience to something.
All of us allow some part of us, or some part of the world around us, to dictate
much of how we live and think and act and relate to others, at some level.

So the question isn’t whether or not you obey something; it’'s what you obey. And
maybe most importantly: what will you obey most? What is it that you will give ultimate
allegiance to? When push comes to shove, what gets to override everything else?

What is the thing in your life, that overrides all the other
things? That, to use the language of our passage, is what you “obey.”

To put it in the broader language of this passage as a whole: all of us are disciples of
something. All of us allow ourselves to sit under the authority, teaching, or even fear of
something. There is something—often one big thing—standing in functional authority over
our lives. And Jesus here is saying that following him means switching whatever
those things are, out for him. It's learning to “obey everything he’s commanded us.”
And then to encourage others, in turn, to do the same. To teach them to obey everything
Jesus has commanded them. Discipleship is bringing yourself, and anyone you're
discipling, under the gracious rule and reign of Jesus.

And it’s to bring all of our lives under the rule and reign of Jesus. Not just the parts of our
lives that are easy to submit to him; but the parts of our lives that often, we really don’t
want to submit to him.

Jesus says to his disciples, ‘teach them to obey ‘everything’ | have

commanded.’

Like all of it. Everything in your life and every part of it comes under
the rule and reign of King Jesus—and listen: that’s the best case scenario for all of us.

Il

So that, in a nutshell, is what Jesus’ final instructions to his disciples were all about. “Go,
and make disciples, of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I've commanded you.” / Now, there'’s
one final piece of what Jesus says here that we're going to circle back to before we're
done. // But first, | just want to make sure that we are evaluating our own lives in light of
what Jesus says here. So I've got three questions | want you to consider with me. And |
want you to, as best as you can, answer them honestly. We’'ll even spend some time in



our LifeGroup settings this week wrestling with them together. But I've pulled these right
out of the content of this passage.

First question to consider is this:

Do you know Jesus?

As we just said, all of this starts with understanding that through Jesus’ life, death, and
resurrection, you have access to a relationship with Jesus. That relationship can only
happen if you've trusted him and decided to begin that relationship with him. But when |
ask “do you know Jesus?” | don’t just mean did you make a decision one time, years
ago, where you said a prayer and did a thing and somebody told you that you were
good. That stuff can be great as a starting point. What I’m asking, though, is did all of
that begin a process of you knowing Jesus?

Ultimately, the other two questions don'’t actually
matter at all until you’ve answered this one: do you actually know Jesus?

Second question...

Do you follow Jesus?

By this question, | mean have you given him functional authority over your life?

But | am
asking if, when Jesus convicts you of something, shows you something, tries to lead you
info something or away from something—when those moments come, do you have a
desire to listen to him? Do you, as a pattern in your life, allow what he says to override
what you want? Do you allow what he commands to overrule what you would prefer?
Again, not 100% of the time, but as a pattern of your life. More often than not.

| ask that because that is what it means to follow Jesus. There’s no such thing as
following Jesus and regularly, unrepentantly refusing to do the things he said to do. Or,
as Jesus himself once put it, “Why do you call me ‘Lord,” ‘Lord,” and not do what | say?"®
So that’'s my second question: do you follow Jesus?

My third and final question is this:
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Are you helping others follow Jesus?

This final instruction from Jesus, once again, is about going and making disciples. Going
to all nations, and helping anyone and everyone you know come to know Jesus, and
then learn how to follow him themselves. So my question for those of us who follow
Jesus here this morning is are we doing that? Is there a regular pattern in our life,
where we are helping people around us follow Jesus?

Now, as we’ve already said, there are really two main components to that. The first is
helping people come to know Jesus in the first place, and the second is helping them
learn to follow Jesus and become more like Jesus, once they know him. And like | said,
we’ll get into some specifics on both of those things in our next series. So more detail is
coming your way. But for now, | just want to ask: do we have a desire to be involved in
that? As a pattern in our life, are we helping others come to know and follow Jesus?
Because according to Jesus in this passage, that’s sort of the main thing we should be
doing.

So practically: bare minimum, for those of you who consider yourself a part of our
church, that would at least mean “are you a part of something like a LifeGroup?” If you're
a member of our church, that’s actually a requirement.

Without at least having regular interactions like that with other believers, it’s going
to be pretty tough to fulfill the instructions Jesus gives us in this passage.

Make sense? For you to

help others follow Jesus, you have to regularly be around them.

Il
So I'd love for us all to just spend some time this week reflecting on those three
questions: do | know Jesus, am | following Jesus, and am | helping others follow Jesus?
Reflect on those questions on your own, and then spend some time in your LifeGroup
setting reflecting on them as well.

Il
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But as we wrap up, | do want to make sure you hear one final thing loud and clear from
this passage. There is one final thing that Jesus includes in these final four verses of
Matthew. And it is—not trying to overstate things here—but quite possibly one of the most
important things said in the entire bible; especially if we're going by just the sheer
number of times it is said. Here’s how Jesus puts it in the second half of v. 20:

And surely | am with you always, to the very end of the age.

So the final thing Jesus gives his disciples is not a command, and it’s not
instruction; it’s actually a promise. It's the promise to be “with” his people, until the
very end. Here’s why | think that matters in the context of this passage: more than
discipleship being something you do for Jesus, discipleship is something you do
with Jesus. Specifically, you do it with the power and presence he’s made available to
you. When Jesus asks us as his people to go and “make disciples,” he’s not
asking us to do something on our own; he’s asking us to join him in what he’s
already doing.

Jesus actually elaborates on this elsewhere in the other gospels. He tells his disciples
that it is actually “to their advantage” that he goes away (at least in the flesh), so that he
can send another “helper” (who we know as the Holy Spirit) to be with them.” He tells
them that is actually better for them than having him present with them in the flesh. Stop
and think about that for just a moment.

Okay. Well just for clarity, Jesus just said that what we have available to us via the
Holy Spirit is actually better than all of that. It's the functional equivalent of Jesus in
the flesh, and then some. Because think about it:

If Jesus was present to us in the flesh, there would be
limits to how present and available and helpful he could be to us at any given
time. Because humans are limited like that.

’ See John 16:7
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But with the Holy Spirit, there are precisely none of those same limitations. With the Holy
Spirit, he is always available to teach and instruct and comfort and counsel and
encourage and convict and guide. He is ever present with us. Always present, to those
that know and follow Jesus. And that is the promise Jesus leaves his disciples with:
“...and surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” We don’t work for God;
we work with God, by his power.

And here’s why that matters. | think at least a large part of our neglect to do the
things Jesus lays out in this passage is that we think we’re not capable of doing it,
or of doing it well.

| think that is the insecurity that rises up in at least a lot of us
when we think about making disciples.

But listen: Jesus didn’t say ‘go and make disciples...because we all know you're
awesome and will knock it out of the park.’ It's almost the opposite of that. The command
he gives, in many ways, is meant to draw out an acknowledgement of our own
weakness. An acknowledgement of our own insecurities. Whenever we encounter that
insecurity, all that means is that we’ve come face-to-face with a challenge that we
do not have the resources within ourselves to overcome. Our insecurities remind us
that we are human. And if we're human, we need a power outside of ourselves to do
everything God has called us to do.

And the good news for followers of Jesus is that that is precisely the power God has
made available to us in sending the Holy Spirit. So here are Jesus’ final words to his
disciples, and to us, in the gospel of Matthew. “Go and do the things I've called you to
do...by the power I've given you to do them.” “Go and make disciples, because you're
making disciples with me.” “Go and do the things / did,” and know that you can do it
because | am with you. Know, without a doubt, that | am with you, always—even to the
very end of the age. So if you feel like you are inadequate to do all of this on your own,
great: that means you're almost ready. That’s when we place our hope, our trust, our
confidence, in Jesus. In the fact that Jesus, by his Spirit, is with us. That is what Jesus

wants us to do, and what he wants us to know.

Let’s pray.
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