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The Risen Jesus Assures,  
Sends, and Accompanies His Israel  

in Mission to All the Gentiles/Nations

Translation
28 16Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus 
directed them [to go]. 17And when they saw him, they worshiped [him], but some 
doubted.

18And so Jesus approached and spoke to them, saying, “All authority that is 
in heaven and on earth was given to me. 19[Therefore,] go and make disciples of all 
the Gentiles/nations, by baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit, 20by teaching them to guard all things which I commanded 
you [to guard]. And behold, I am with you for all the days, until the consumma-
tion of the age.”

Textual Notes
28:16  οἱ δὲ ἕνδεκα μαθηταί—This is the only use of the cardinal number ἕνδεκα (ἕν, 

“one,” plus δέκα, “ten”), “eleven,” in Matthew’s Gospel.1 On the one hand, its use here 

with μαθηταί, “disciples,” recalls and continues the unique status of these men whom 

Jesus specifically named his “twelve disciples” (10:1), “the twelve apostles” (10:2); he 

“sent” (ἀπέστειλεν) “these twelve” (10:5) and told them to “go” (πορεύεσθε, 10:6; 

cf. πορεύομαι in 28:16, 19). On the other, they are one short—which recalls the fall 

of Judas (27:3–5) and reminds Matthew’s readers/hearers that these men utterly failed 

Jesus (26:56b). They are here only because he has graciously promised to meet them in 

Galilee after his resurrection (26:32), a promise reiterated to them through the women 

who reported the words of the angel (28:7) and of Jesus himself (28:10).

εἰς τὸ ὄρος οὗ ἐτάξατο—France suggests that the prepositional phrase εἰς τὸ ὄρος, 
“to the mountain,” may have a general sense to it: “into the hills.”2 Others interpret 

ἐτάξατο, “he directed,” with the singular object τὸ ὄρος, “the mountain,” to refer to a 

particular mountain that Jesus had specified,3 and this seems right to me. The term 

οὗ, originally the genitive singular of the relative pronoun ὅς, has become an adverb of 

place and means “where, to where” (see BDAG, s.v. οὗ, 1 b).

1 The numeral ἕνδεκα refers to the “eleven” apostles also in Lk 24:9, 33; Acts 1:26; 2:14, as 
well as in the longer ending of Mark (Mk 16:14).

2 France, Gospel of Matthew, 1110.
3 Lenski, Matthew, 1168, insists: “ ‘To the mountain where he had appointed them’ indicates 

a definite place on a certain mountain.”
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28:17  καὶ ἰδόντες αὐτὸν προσεκύνησαν—The verb προσκυνέω is used for the “wor-

ship” of Jesus in the full sense, as in 28:9 (cf. 14:33). See the third textual note and 

the commentary on 28:9. The accusative pronoun αὐτόν, “him,” which is the object of 

the participle ἰδόντες, “seeing,” implies that a second pronoun is to be supplied as the 

object of προσεκύνησαν: “they worshiped [him].” In Matthew, the verb προσκυνέω 

normally takes a dative object; it takes the pronoun αὐτῷ, “him,” referring to Jesus, in 

2:2, 8, 11; 8:2; 9:18; 14:33; 15:25; 28:9. Some manuscripts supply that dative pronoun 

here, while others supply (a repetition of) the accusative object pronoun αὐτόν.

οἱ δὲ ἐδίστασαν—There is a grammatical puzzle and a narrative gap here. The 

grammatical puzzle regards οἱ δέ. Normally when the pattern of the article plus δέ 

occurs in narrative texts, it indicates a grammatical change of subject. Matthew employs 

this pattern too many times to count (e.g., 28:9), and if that were the force there, then 

it would mean that the Eleven saw and worshiped Jesus but that some different peo-

ple—other than the Eleven—were the ones who doubted. The twofold problem with 

this view is that (1) Matthew does not say that any others besides the Eleven were there, 

and (2) Jesus’ promise to meet them in Galilee was given to the constricted group of 

the Twelve (26:32; for “disciples” in 28:7 and “brothers” in 28:10, see the second tex-

tual note and the commentary on 28:10).4

There is sufficient evidence, however, to take “but some doubted” in a partitive 

sense, that is, that some of those who “saw” and “worshiped” Jesus (28:17a) also 

“doubted” (28:17b). The evidence for this has been extensively presented in past stud-

ies; scholars routinely also point to 26:67 for another example where the construction 

οἱ δέ has this sense.5

This, however, still leaves the narrative gap, namely, the lack of an object for the 

verb “doubted.” Who or what did they doubt? One can only guess, but some guesses fit 

the context better than others. See the commentary.

28:18  καὶ προσελθών—I have translated καί with a sort of consecutive force: “and 

so.”6 The reason is that the context indicates (or at least supports) the view that Jesus’ 

words are a response and a remedy for the disciples’ doubting (28:17). The referent of 

the participle προσελθών (masculine singular nominative), “approaching,” is clearly ὁ 

Ἰησοῦς, “Jesus.” That (blessed!) proper name is most specifically the grammatical sub-

ject of the aorist indicative ἐλάλησεν, “(he) spoke.”

4 Lenski, Matthew, 1166–67, thinks that the two Marys from 28:1–10 (also previously in 
27:55–56, 61) are also there on the mountain in Galilee. He equates this scene with the ref-
erence in 1 Cor 15:6 to a post-resurrection appearance of Jesus to “more than five hundred 
brothers at once.” There is no evidence to support this equation other than the grammatical 
issue itself raised by οἱ δέ in Mt 28:17.

5 The crucial study is Van der Horst, “Once More.” His conclusion runs thus (29): “All this 
implies that in Mt. 28.17 οἱ δέ cannot mean all of the disciples, can mean (from a strictly 
grammatical point of view) other persons than the disciples, but, since no other persons are 
involved here at all, must be part of the disciples.” Of the many others who likewise support 
a partitive sense here, see Porter; Idioms, 113; BDF, § 250; Luz, Matthew, 3:622–23.

6 See BDF, § 442.2.
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ὁ Ἰησοῦς ἐλάλησεν αὐτοῖς λέγων—I have translated the main verb ἐλάλησεν with 
“spoke” rather than “said” and the dependent participle λέγων as “saying,” but there is 
no discernible semantic difference between the verbs λαλέω and λέγω in Matthew. His 
preferred term is λέγω, occurring more than five hundred times, while λαλέω is used 
much less often (twenty-six times). A number of different figures are said to “speak” 
(λαλέω), including Jesus, and in the same contexts, the two verbs seem interchange-
able (e.g., 12:46–50), as here.

ἐδόθη μοι πᾶσα ἐξουσία ἐν οὐρανῷ καὶ ἐπὶ [τῆς] γῆς—I have translated the aorist 
indicative passive ἐδόθη as “all authority … was given to me.” The question of why or 
when or under what circumstances God granted the exercise of this universal authority 
to Jesus the Son cannot be solved with reference to the grammar alone. Standing as it 
does here in this climactic, post-resurrection scene, it seems likely that Easter had some-
thing to do with it. See the commentary. The two prepositional phrases ἐν οὐρανῷ, “in 
heaven,” and ἐπὶ [τῆς] γῆς, “on earth,” could be adverbial, modifying ἐδόθη, “it was 
given,” but more likely, they directly modify πᾶσα ἐξουσία, “all authority,” and the 
translation explicitly brings that out.

28:19  πορευθέντες οὖν—A number of important linguistic questions arise in this 
first part of 28:19. Of least importance (but still of interest, however) is whether οὖν, 
“therefore,” should be read. In the translation, I have put it in brackets even though the 
Greek critical edition did not because the shorter reading is more likely. Given exten-
sive attestation both for reading and for omitting the conjunction, it seems more likely 
that it would have been added (as a natural clarification of the logic of the text) than it 
does that it would have been dropped. Even if οὖν is a later scribal addition that explic-
itly makes 28:19 an inference based on 28:18, in context, its addition makes perfect 
sense.7

The aorist participle πορευθέντες, of πορεύομαι, is almost certainly expressing 
attendant circumstance and so carries little real force; see the first textual note on 28:7 
and the first textual note on 9:13.8 If I may slip in a reference to a common churchly 
misuse of the grammar here, there is no real “go” in the Great Commission—at least 
not grammatically. Were this participle (the first in the verse) absent, the clause would 
have essentially the same force. Common sense (always important) notices that since 
“all the Gentiles/nations” are not located on or beside the mountain in Galilee, the 
Eleven (and the church after them) will be eager to go wherever people actually are in 
order to make disciples.9

μαθητεύσατε—“The eleven disciples” (οἱ … ἕνδεκα μαθηταί, 28:16) are the sub-
ject of this imperative: “make disciples.” Kynes is correct in commenting that it “is the 

7 Carson, Matthew, 595, rightly comments: “ ‘Therefore’ is probably the correct reading; 
but even if the word is absent, the logical connection is presupposed by the flow of the 
commission.”

8 Although participles in Greek have no inherent time sense, it is more likely that a present stem 
participle would be employed if the meaning were to be “while you are going, make disci-
ples.” See Moule, Idiom Book, 99.

9 France, Gospel of Matthew, 1114, n. 27, similarly downplays any semantic emphasis in 
“going”; see also Lenski, Matthew, 1172.
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only finite verb in [28:]19, 20a and should be seen as the principal command.”10 The 
active voice verb μαθητεύω has come to express a transitive sense: “to cause someone 
to become a disciple.” See the textual note on μαθητευθείς in 13:52 and the third tex-
tual note on 27:57.

πάντα τὰ ἔθνη—Whether to translate τὰ ἔθνη as “the Gentiles” or “the nations” 
is debated, mostly in light of recent studies in Matthew’s Gospel. It is still quite fash-
ionable to ask the question whether Matthew intends for the mission to the Jews to be 
over and to be replaced by the mission to the Gentiles. To that question, one can answer 
a simple no.11 On the other hand, in light of who Jesus is and who the Eleven are at 
this moment in narrated time, there is an important movement away from a mostly lim-
ited mission to Israel’s lost sheep (10:6; 15:24) to an explicitly expanded mission that 
fully and intentionally includes non-Jews. The commentary will try to explicate some 
of these matters. In the translation, I have deliberately chosen to vacillate and to render 
the phrase as “all the Gentiles/nations.”12

βαπτίζοντες αὐτοὺς εἰς τὸ ὄνομα τοῦ πατρὸς καὶ τοῦ υἱοῦ καὶ τοῦ ἁγίου 
πνεύματος—The participle βαπτίζοντες, “baptizing,” is present stem.13 In the trans-
lation, I have put it in italics if only to show that it is a present stem participle. To make 
more of this would be to pretend to know more than we actually know. More signifi-
cantly, I agree with others in taking this participle (as well as διδάσκοντες, “teaching,” 
in 28:20) to express the means by which disciples are made: “by baptizing.”14

Note the shift from the neuter plural antecedent πάντα τὰ ἔθνη, “all the Gentiles/
nations,” to the masculine plural pronoun αὐτούς, “them,” here and again in 28:20. 
Precisely the same thing occurred in 25:32; see the textual note there.

Because Matthew employs expressions involving someone’s “name” (ὄνομα) with 
various prepositions, including εἰς, as here (also 10:41, 42; 18:20), as well as ἐν (21:9; 

10 Kynes, Christology of Solidarity, 187.
11 France, Gospel of Matthew, 1114: “Some have argued for such a restrictive sense here 

[Gentiles and not Jews], and have suggested that Matthew has reached the point of giving up 
on the Jewish mission and urging the church to go instead to ‘all the Gentiles.’ But nothing 
in the text indicates that.”

12 France, Gospel of Matthew, 1114: “The commission is of course to go far beyond Israel, but 
that does not require that Israel be excluded.”

13 The aorist participle βαπτίσαντες is read by B D. Perhaps this variant is explained by the sim-
ilar sounds in dictation of sigma and zeta (σ and ζ) and of alpha and omicron (α and ο).

14 Wallace, Greek Grammar, 628–30; Lenski, Matthew, 1173. Ferguson, Baptism in the Early 
Church, 137, concludes that the two participles, βαπτίζοντες and διδάσκοντες, express means, 
adding that he thinks the second one, “teaching,” is to be taken as “accompanying” the first 
one, “baptizing.” Alford, Matthew–Mark, 306–7: “Both these present participles are the con-
ditioning components of the imperative aor[ist] preceding [μαθητεύσατε, ‘make disciples’]. 
The μαθητεύειν consists of two parts—the initiatory, admissory rite, and the subsequent 
teaching.” France, Gospel of Matthew, 1115, is less specific but still refers to these partici-
ples “which spell out the process of making disciples.” Luz, Matthew, 3:615, says that the 
meaning of the main verb is “elucidated” by the participial clause here and the one in the 
next verse. Oddly, Carson, Matthew, 597, flatly states: “The syntax of the Greek participles 
for ‘baptizing’ and ‘teaching’ forbids the conclusion that baptizing and teaching are to be 
construed solely as the means of making disciples.” As far as I can see, this claim about the 
syntax is not warranted.
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23:39), ἐπί (18:5; 24:5), διά (10:22; 24:9), and the simple dative (7:22 [thrice]; 12:21; 

27:32), it is unwise to base too much on a literal translation of the preposition in εἰς 
τὸ ὄνομα as “baptizing them into the name of the Father …”15 The expression here, 

βαπτίζω εἰς τὸ ὄνομα, “baptize into the name,” appears also in Acts 8:16; 19:5; 1 Cor 

1:13, 15, whereas βαπτίζω ἐν τῷ ὀνόματι, “baptize in the name,” is used in Acts 10:48 

and βαπτίζω ἐπὶ τῷ ὀνόματι, “baptize in/upon the name,” in Acts 2:38. The NT’s teach-

ing about Christian Baptism is both multilayered as well as essentially unified. See the 

commentary for how the unique articulation of Baptism in the triune name in 28:19 in 

its context supports that unified teaching.

It is significant that there is only one “name” (τὸ ὄνομα, singular) that belongs to 

“the Father … the Son and … the Holy Spirit,” expressed here with distinct articles 

for each person of the Trinity (τοῦ πατρὸς καὶ τοῦ υἱοῦ καὶ τοῦ ἁγίου πνεύματος). 
Grammatically, the thrice-repeated article supports the view (but does not demand it) 

that the three nouns do not all refer to the same person,16 yet they share in or possess 

the one and the same “name.” The Trinitarian roots go down deep in this text. See the 

commentary.

28:20  διδάσκοντες αὐτοὺς τηρεῖν πάντα ὅσα ἐνετειλάμην ὑμῖν—As with the 

present stem participle βαπτίζοντες, “baptizing,” in 28:19, the present participle here, 

διδάσκοντες, “teaching,” also expresses the means by which disciples are to be made. 

I have reflected its present stem by italicizing it (see the preceding textual note on 

βαπτίζοντες, “baptizing,” in 28:19). This participial clause is asyndetic with the prior 

one; no conjunction joins them. Although commentators at times assert that this asyn-

deton is significant, I have seen (or found) no real evidence to support any of those 

assertions. Note again the masculine plural pronoun αὐτούς, “them,” with the neuter 

plural antecedent πάντα τὰ ἔθνη, “all the Gentiles/nations”; see βαπτίζοντες αὐτούς 
(28:19) in the preceding textual note.

Of interest is the use of τηρεῖν, the present active infinitive of τηρέω, “to guard.” 

As with “baptizing” and “teaching,” I have italicized its translation to reflect its pres-

ent stem. Matthew employs the verb τηρέω six times, and as with all single vocables, 

15 In Matthew, the phrase “into the name” (εἰς [τὸ] ὄνομα) occurs in 10:41–42; 18:20; 28:19. 
In 10:42, the phrase “into the name of ” is best explained in light of Hellenistic Greek’s abil-
ity to use εἰς plus the accusative as an equivalent for ἐν plus the dative; see BDAG, s.v. εἰς, 
1 a δ, 5; Wallace, Greek Grammar, 369; BDF, §§ 205–7. I translated the phrase in 10:41–42 
with “in the name of,” in the sense of “in connection with.” By contrast, in 18:20, “for where 
two or three are gathered in my name,” the phrase εἰς τὸ ἐμὸν ὄνομα, “in my name,” likely 
has a similar force to ἐπὶ τῷ ὀνόματί μου, “in my name,” in 18:5. There the contextual sense 
is “because of what I am teaching and what I am and what I have done”; see the textual note 
on 18:5. The point is that, given the variety in Matthew’s own usage, one should not insist 
that “into the name of the Father …” here in 28:19 communicates a world of theology solely 
because of the preposition εἰς.

16 Sharp’s Rule (see Wallace, Greek Grammar, 270–90) by itself does not prove that τοῦ πατρὸς 
καὶ τοῦ υἱοῦ καὶ τοῦ ἁγίου πνεύματος refers to three distinct persons; the conjunction καί 
could conceivably be epexegetical, were there sufficient support for this in the context, but 
that is not the case here.
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a particular nuance can be given to it only in light of its context.17 In the context here, I 
would argue strongly for a broad sense of “keep, guard,” not least because of its connec-
tion with the following verb, ἐνετειλάμην, “I commanded,” the aorist middle indicative 
of ἐντέλλομαι, “to give or leave instructions, command, order” (BDAG, s.v. ἐντέλλω).18 
The sentence has a gap that should be filled in naturally: “teaching them to guard all 
things which I commanded you [to guard].”19 The verb ἐντέλλομαι readily takes an 
infinitive as its object; see 19:7 for a clear example.20 Since the Eleven are “the eleven 
disciples” (28:16), who have heard everything Jesus has taught since the inception of 
his ministry, he has now commanded them to a comprehensive guarding of all he has 
taught. Now that they are being sent to the Gentiles/nations to make disciples, they are 
to baptize and to teach other disciples to guard what they themselves are also guard-
ing. Included in this comprehensive guarding of Jesus’ teaching will be obedience, of 
course. See the commentary.

καὶ ἰδού—Matthew employs his last use (of sixty-two uses) of “behold” here to 
introduce the final clause and to highlight the final great promise given in his Gospel. 
See also the first textual note on 28:2.

ἐγὼ μεθ᾽ ὑμῶν εἰμι—The first person pronoun ἐγώ, unneeded with the first person 
verb εἰμί, is emphatic: “I am with you.” Given the following modifying phrases “for 
all the days” and “until the consummation of the age,” the present indicative εἰμί could 
readily be translated with a future sense: “I will be with you.”

Commentators routinely and rightly identify this final promise as the closing 
bracket whose matching beginning bracket occurs very early in the Gospel, when Jesus 
is named Ἐμμανουήλ, “Immanuel,” a Hebrew name which is explained in Greek as 
meaning μεθ’ ἡμῶν ὁ θεός, “God is with us” (1:23).21 Linguistically, there is no par-
ticular link between “I am with you” here and the revelations of the divine name in 
Exodus 3, ἐγώ εἰμι ὁ θεός, “I am the God …” (LXX Ex 3:6), and ἐγώ εἰμι ὁ ὤν, “I am 

17 In 19:17, Jesus tells the rich man, “Keep [τήρησον] the commandments,” and the man, in turn, 
responds, “All these things I have guarded” (ἐφύλαξα, 19:20). In that context, “keep” (19:17) 
means “obey”; that is how you “keep commandments.” In 23:3, the imperative τηρεῖτε means 
“hold fast,” that is, “hold on to, value, treasure,” since it refers to the OT revelation that Jesus’ 
listeners hear when the Pharisees read the Scriptures; see the commentary there. In 27:36, 54; 
28:4, τηρέω refers to the soldiers who are “guarding” Jesus.

18 The translations that render this clause in 28:20 as “teaching them to obey everything that I 
have commanded you” (NRSV; emphasis added; NIV is similar) have narrowed τηρεῖν in 
an unhelpful way. France, Gospel of Matthew, 1119, unfortunately stumbles into this exces-
sively narrow view: “To be a disciple is to obey Jesus’ teaching.”

19 France, Gospel of Matthew, 1106, including n. 2, astutely notes that 28:16 contains a similar 
gap, to be filled in a similar way: “where Jesus directed them [to journey]” (my translation).

20 In 19:7, another way to describe the relationship between the words ἐνετείλατο δοῦναι (lit-
erally, Moses “commanded to give”), is to say that the infinitive δοῦναι after the form of 
ἐντέλλομαι expresses indirect discourse: Moses “commanded [us] to give.” Matthew also 
uses the verb ἐντέλλομαι absolutely in 4:6 and follows it with direct discourse in 17:9. The 
verb ἐντέλλομαι is also followed by an infinitive in Lk 4:10; Jn 8:5. For another clause that, 
like Mt 28:20a, invites the reader to repeat an infinitive after ἐντέλλομαι, see Jn 15:14: “you 
are my friends if you do what I am commanding you [to do]” (ἐὰν ποιῆτε ἃ ἐγὼ ἐντέλλομαι 
ὑμῖν).

21 The careful study of Kupp, Matthew’s Emmanuel, is especially pertinent here.
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the one who is” (LXX Ex 3:14), although God also promised ἔσομαι μετὰ σοῦ, “I will 
be with you” (LXX Ex 3:12). For the distance between sayings like the one here in Mt 
28:20 (and in 14:27) and the revelation of the divine name in Ex 3:6, see the textual 
note on 14:27–28. However, a connection with the divine name revealed in Exodus is 
present via the uniquely articulated Trinitarian name in 28:19, preceding this promise 
in 28:20. See the commentary.

πάσας τὰς ἡμέρας—This accusative time phrase answers the question “how long 
is Jesus with his people (here represented by the Eleven)?”22 The answer is “for all the 
days.” This adverbial accusative and the next phrase, by the way, sufficiently rebut the 
view that this text applies only to the generation of the apostles. If the command to make 
disciples were given only to the first generation, the promise to be with those who make 
disciples until the End would be irrelevant.

ἕως τῆς συντελείας τοῦ αἰῶνος—Matthew’s entire narrative of Jesus is framed in 
and penetrated with eschatological thinking, an eschatological worldview. It is enor-
mously fitting that the last phrase of the Gospel is “until the consummation of the age.” 
Matthew uses the phrase συντέλεια (τοῦ) αἰῶνος also in 13:39, 40, 49; 24:3, and each 
time, it refers to the Last Day.23 The genitive τοῦ αἰῶνος, “of the age,” is objective; God 
will bring this age to its close. This is a good example of a phrase headed by ἕως, “until,” 
that does not imply the reversal of the main clause at a later point in time.24 Jesus will 
be with his people all the way to the age’s consummation—and, presumably, beyond.25

Commentary
Matthew’s concluding unit has been the subject of intense study by 

many.26 It has been examined for its teaching, explicit or implicit, on matters 
of Christology, Trinitarian theology, baptismal teaching, and the mission of the 
church—and more, I am quite sure.27 No one treatment, and especially not one 
in a commentary on the entire Gospel, can claim to be comprehensive.28 So 

22 For the accusative of time, see Wallace, Greek Grammar, 201–3.
23 Heb 9:26 employs the phrase with the plural genitive, συντέλεια τῶν αἰώνων, “consum-

mation of the ages,” in a more realized sense, namely, to refer to the eschatological event of 
Christ’s atoning death already now in history.

24 On the logic of phrases introduced with “until,” see the textual note on 1:25.
25 Franzmann, Follow Me, 226, concludes his study with this paragraph: “But we shall be church, 

real church, His church; and we shall live forever. We shall rise from our graves and break 
through the gates of death when He shall come and cry once more, ‘Follow Me!’ ”

26 The overview in Stuhlmacher, “Course of Mission,” 18–24, is a helpful survey of how many 
aspects of 28:16–20 are disputed among modern exegetes.

27 Donaldson, Jesus on the Mountain, 170: “There is general and widespread agreement among 
scholars that 28.16–20 was carefully crafted in accordance with the evangelist’s particu-
lar theological interests in such areas as christology, ecclesiology and salvation history, and 
that it serves as a summary and climax of these themes as they are developed throughout the 
Gospel.”

28 The redoubtable France, Gospel of Matthew, 1108–9, says as part of his introduction to com-
menting on 28:16–20: “I hope this brief attempt to survey some of the threads which are woven 
together into Matthew’s concluding paragraph gives some idea of why so many interpreters 
have spoken of these last five verses as the key to understanding Matthew’s whole gospel.”
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here at the end of this commentary, I shall pick and choose, offering comments 
on this remarkable text here at the end of Matthew’s Gospel.

Structurally, the verses consist of a narrative introduction (28:16–17) 
that sets the stage for Jesus’ words (28:18–20). Jesus then speaks three sen-
tences. The first and the third are indicative statements about Jesus himself (“all 
authority … was given to me,” 28:18, and “I am with you,” 28:20). The mid-
dle sentence (28:19–20a) is a command to the Eleven that is also rooted and 
grounded in Jesus, specifically, baptizing in the name he shares with the Father 
and the Spirit, and in the comprehensive teaching that he has delivered. On the 
one hand, I have no particular objection to the title commonly attached to this 
concluding unit: “The Great Commission.” On the other hand, I have deliber-
ately chosen to title this final commentary section “The Risen Jesus Assures, 
Sends, and Accompanies His Israel in Mission to All the Gentiles/Nations.” 
After remarks on the introductory verses (28:16–17), I will organize the com-
mentary around answers to three questions: (1) who is Jesus? (2) who are the 
Eleven? and (3) who are “all the Gentiles/nations”? Following the commen-
tary, I will offer an excursus, “The Resurrection of Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel 
and in the New Testament.”

Introduction: The Second Promise Kept, but the Future Looms 
Large (28:16–17)

It was in Galilee that the light first shone on people sitting in darkness (Mt 
4:16, quoting Is 9:1 [ET 9:2]; cf. Is 42:7; 49:9). The one born of a virgin, in ful-
fillment of the complex prophecy concerning Immanuel, grew up (Mt 1:18–25, 
citing Isaiah 7–8, particularly Is 7:14). In fulfillment of another Isaiah prophecy, 
he returned to Galilee after his self-humbling Baptism at the reluctant hands of 
John (Mt 3:13–17; see also Is 42:1). His return to Galilee then was a new begin-
ning (4:12–16), and so it was marked with a new announcement that echoed 
John’s own preaching in the south (3:2): “Repent! For the reign of heaven stands 
near!” (4:17). In that first major section of his Gospel’s narrative (1:1–4:16), 
Matthew revealed the identity of Jesus and hinted at the shape of his ministry. 
Ending that first section in Galilee, the evangelist was also anticipating the end 
of his entire Gospel. With his humble ministry now obediently carried out and 
the first promise of his triumphant resurrection now accomplished,29 Jesus ful-
fills his second promise (given in 26:32, reiterated in 28:7, 10) by returning to 
Galilee (28:16), where his authority and his presence will continue to expand, 
not only to Israel’s lost sheep but now also to all the Gentiles and nations of the 

29 For the fulfillment of Jesus’ first promise, his resurrection on the third day, see the first tex-
tual note and the commentary on 28:6: “he was raised, just as he said.”
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earth (28:18–20).30 In Matthew’s narrative of Jesus, Galilee is the place of light, 
of mission (see Is 9:1–6 [ET 9:2–7]).31

Galilee is also the place of reconciliation and restoration. Only Jesus could 
be the obedient Son and Messiah, and so he had predicted the apostasy of his 
apostles and that Judas would betray him (26:21–25, 31–35). Judas dissem-
bled, and Peter (and all the others) protested and denied, but Jesus was right. In 
the same breath, however, Jesus had promised his resurrection and a reunion: 
“After I am raised, I will go ahead of you into Galilee” (26:32). Matthew does 
not narrate precisely when or how the reconciliation happened.32 As he intro-
duces this last unit, however, it is clear that the reconciliation has taken place.33

“The eleven disciples went to Galilee” (28:16). The number itself, used 
only here in the entire Gospel, is a reminder. One is dead; all fell away.34 Jesus 
bid them meet him in Galilee (26:32; 28:7, 10), however, and so they do. “And 
when they saw him, they worshiped [him]” (28:17). All is forgiven; all things 
are made new.35

“And when they saw [him], they worshiped” (28:17). As with the worship 
of the two Marys (28:9), so now with the Eleven, we can imagine that this is 
worship in the deepest sense; the seed of all true Christian worship is seen here 
in Matthew’s short description.36

“But some doubted” (28:17). Matthew provides the verb but no direct 
object, no ὅτι clause, “doubted that … ,” to fill in the blank. No one knows for 

30 Nolland, Matthew, 1261: “In some sense what had taken place in Jesus’ ministry is to begin 
afresh and on a new level in the ministry of the disciples now.”

31 I refer my reader to Gibbs, Matthew 1:1–11:1, 205–7. There, from the vantage point of com-
menting on 4:12–16, I suggested how that early text prepared for the goal to which Matthew’s 
Gospel has now so beautifully arrived.

32 Given what we know from the other post-resurrection appearances in the other Gospels, Jesus 
was pleased to meet with and restore his disciples repeatedly. That in itself is great cause for 
comfort.

33 Stuhlmacher, “Course of Mission,” 25–26, recalls the promise in 26:31–32 that Jesus, the 
stricken Shepherd of Zech 13:7, will “go ahead” (προάγω) of the disciples into Galilee. 
Depending on Jn 10:4, 27, where the sheep follow the Good Shepherd, who goes ahead of 
them, Stuhlmacher suggests that aspects of Jesus as Israel’s Shepherd are present in the prom-
ises that Jesus will go ahead of the Eleven into Galilee (Mt 26:32; 28:7). This is an interesting 
suggestion; it would be strengthened if, for instance, John 10 employed forms of προάγω, “to 
go ahead, precede,” but that verb is never used in John.

34 See the first textual note on 28:16. Luz, Matthew, 3:616: “The subject, ‘the eleven disciples,’ 
reminds the readers immediately of the course of the passion narrative: Judas, the betrayer, 
is no longer present.”

35 The interesting and informative study of Gundry, Peter: False Disciple and Apostate accord-
ing to Saint Matthew, stumbles precisely at this point in not taking seriously enough the truth 
that, as one of the Eleven, Peter is restored to discipleship in Galilee. Davies and Allison, 
Matthew, 3:680, comment: “ ‘The eleven’—the ‘brethren’ of [28:]10—whose forgiveness for 
their flight and denial is implicit.”

36 See the first textual note on 28:17, as well as the third textual note and the commentary on 28:9. 
France, Gospel of Matthew, 1110, suggests: “There is little doubt that here Matthew intends 
the full sense of ‘worship,’ implying that Jesus is now recognized as more than human—cf. 
the same verb used of the disciples with the exclamation ‘You are the Son of God’ in 14:33.”



1630

Matthew 28:16–20

sure what or why they doubted or which of the Eleven are in view.37 My own 
guess is guided by what Jesus says next. That is to say, I take Jesus’ words in 
28:18–20 as his response to those among the Eleven who doubted. It seems 
unlikely that any of them would doubt that it was Jesus himself or that he was 
raised from the dead. For my part, it seems likely that what caused their doubt 
was what lay ahead of them. Just as Peter doubted (14:31) when he took his 
eyes off of Jesus and saw “that the wind was strong” (14:30), perhaps some of 
the Eleven doubt because they know what is coming and they have their eyes 
on that. Jesus had taught them in both the Missionary Discourse (9:36–11:1) 
and the Eschatological Discourse (24:1–26:1) that the time of mission would 
now be at hand and that they would be sent to herald the Good News of the 
reign of God. Now Jesus will begin to build his church, entrusting the com-
prehensive teaching by which the doorway to salvation under God’s reign is 
opened.38 And although the gates of Hades will not ultimately prevail against 
the church (16:17–19), still, out of those gates will pour hostile forces and ideas 
(16:22–23). Opposition, persecution, and coldness of heart (24:12) await them 
in their efforts. There on the mountain in Galilee, the Eleven worship Jesus, but 
in the face of what the future holds, some doubted (28:17).39 Jesus’ words now 
address and assuage their doubt.

Who Is Jesus? (28:16–20)
The so-called “Great Commission” does contain a commission, a mission 

imperative given to the Eleven and to Christ’s church, of which these apostles 
are the beginning and seed. Jesus’ words in 28:18–20, however, are not chiefly 
about that commission, but about himself. It is entirely appropriate, then, to 
give some comment, based on 28:18–20, in answer to the question “who is this 
Jesus who is speaking on the mountain in Galilee?”40

37 That only some of the Eleven “doubted” is implied by the construction; see the second textual 
note on 28:17. Carson, Matthew, 593–94, offers a survey of some of the ways that interpreters 
fill in the gap on what some doubted. France, Gospel of Matthew, 1112, guesses that perhaps 
“they did not know how to respond to Jesus in this new situation, where he was familiar and 
yet now different.” He also suggests they might have wondered “what sort of reception” Jesus 
would give them after they had abandoned him. Chemnitz, The Two Natures in Christ, 449, 
suggests: “His disciples saw Him and worshiped Him, but some doubted, thinking He might 
be a spirit or an apparition which appeared in external and visible form.” Lenski, Matthew, 
1169, suggests that they doubted whether it was actually Jesus or someone else. Wright, The 
Resurrection of the Son of God, 644: “This was Jesus all right, but there was a mystery about 
him which even those who knew him best were now unable to penetrate.”

38 The “keys” mentioned in 16:19 are the proclamation of Jesus, “his identity, his significance, 
and his doctrine” (Gibbs, Matthew 11:2–20:34, 823).

39 Luz, Matthew, 3:623, more generally suggests that the clause “but some doubted” is “part of 
the Matthean concept of ‘little faith.’ ” This is true as far as it goes; For “(one) having little 
faith” (ὀλιγόπιστος), see 6:30; 8:26; 14:31; 16:8.

40 The Formula of Concord repeatedly cites 28:18 in service to the doctrine of the person of 
Christ, as well as citing 28:20 once for that same teaching; see FC Ep VIII 16, 34, 39 and FC 
SD VIII 55, 70, 85; FC SD VIII 76. This is the doctrine for which the Book of Concord cites 
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Risen from the Dead, Jesus Has Fulfilled the Scriptures—Including All 
of Psalm 22

In the first explicit prediction of what lay ahead for him as the Messiah, 
God’s Son, Jesus began to show his disciples that his rejection, death, and res-
urrection were necessary (δεῖ, 16:21).41 That is simply another way of saying 
that the events to come were God’s own plan and that it had been foretold in 
the Scriptures.42 In a very real way, now all of that fulfillment has taken place. 
In 5:17–18, Jesus had said: “Do not think that I came to do away with the Law 
or the Prophets; I did not come to do away with [them], rather, to fulfill [them]. 
For truly I say to you, until the heaven and the earth pass away, one letter or one 
stroke will certainly not pass away from the Law, until all things take place.”43 
Now a new age of salvation has come; darkness and an earthquake (27:45, 51, 
54) were followed by a big earthquake and a victorious angel (28:2). Judgment 
came upon Jesus in the place of the people, and salvation and eternal life have 
now come to Jesus, on behalf of the people, and, through him, to the people.44 
All things have taken place; Jesus has fulfilled the Law and the Prophets, “the 
Scriptures of the prophets” (26:56).

This includes Psalm 22 (LXX Psalm 21). I suggested above that Jesus’ 
words to the women “get going, announce to my brothers” (Mt 28:10) estab-
lish a verbal link with the second, triumphant half45 of the psalm, which begins 

28:18–20 almost exclusively; the other doctrine for which it cites 28:19 is the teaching of 
Christian Baptism (Ap IX 2; SC IV 4; LC, Preface, 21; IV 3–4).

41 See Jesus’ further passion and resurrection predictions in 17:22–23; 20:18–19. See also 17:9, 
12; 26:2, 32.

42 Just as Jesus had said that his suffering, death, and resurrection were necessary (δεῖ, 16:21), 
so also that “the Scriptures be fulfilled … is necessary” (δεῖ, 26:54); likewise, see “the 
Scriptures” in 21:42; 26:56. In addition, Matthew is, of course, replete with citations of and 
allusions to many specific passages in the OT Scriptures.

43 For this understanding of 5:18, see the commentary there. Carson, Matthew, 599, writes in a 
similar vein: “This confirms our exegesis of 5:17–20. The revelation of Jesus Messiah at this 
late stage in salvation history brings the fulfillment of everything to which the OT Scriptures 
pointed and constitutes their valid continuity; but this means that the focus is necessarily on 
Jesus.”

44 For many readers, it may sound strange when I say that “salvation and eternal life have now 
come to Jesus.” Yet this is certainly true in an obvious way precisely because on the cross, 
Jesus took the place of Israel and of all humanity. Jesus came under the eschatological fate 
we all had deserved. He was damned for us. Now he has been brought out of that fate, and the 
dominant way that the NT writers speak of that is to say that God the Father raised him. Heb 
5:7–9 speaks of Jesus, “who, in the days of his flesh, having offered petitions and supplica-
tions, with a loud cry and with tears to him who was able to save him out of death and having 
been heard because of his reverence … became the source of eternal salvation.” I hasten to 
add that here, as with any description of the economy of salvation that has been accomplished 
in the man Jesus, every caution must be exercised to avoid impinging upon or undercutting 
the classic doctrine of the divine and human natures in Christ.

45 I remind my reader of the extensive connections between the first, plaintive half of Psalm 22 
and Matthew 27; see the second textual note and the commentary on 27:35; the textual note 
and the commentary on 27:39; the first textual note and the commentary on 27:43; and espe-
cially the textual note and the commentary on 27:46.
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with “I will proclaim your name to my brothers” (Ps 22:23 [ET 22:22]). Now 
here, as the risen Jesus speaks, at least five more connections with the second 
half of the psalm become evident. The first is the new revelation of the divine 
name that the risen Son shares with the Father and the Holy Spirit; this consti-
tutes another verbal echo, connecting Matthew 28 with Ps 22:23 (ET 22:22): 
“I will proclaim your name to my brothers.” Second, the psalmist says that he 
speaks praise in the midst of “the congregation” (Ps 22:23 [ET 22:22]), even 
“the great congregation” (Ps 22:26 [ET 22:25]); the term in LXX Ps 21:23, 26 
is ἐκκλησία, “church.” Here on the mountain in Galilee, Jesus is beginning to 
keep the promises made to Peter (and the others) in Mt 16:18: “I will build my 
church” (μου τὴν ἐκκλησίαν). Third, David’s praise in the psalm issues forth 
in an invitation that “all the seed of Jacob,” seconded as “all the seed of Israel,” 
would praise God (Ps 22:24 [ET 22:23]). I shall argue below that the eleven dis-
ciples there on the mountain are the new Israel, God’s people, gathered there by 
Jesus, who is himself Israel, God’s Son (Mt 2:15). Fourth, Psalm 22 (LXX Psalm 
21) expresses a universal dimension of the praise due to God. “All the families of 
the Gentiles/nations” (πᾶσαι αἱ πατριαὶ τῶν ἐθνῶν, LXX Ps 21:28 [MT 22:28; 
ET 22:27]) will worship the Lord. Since “the reign” (ἠ βασιλεία) belongs to 
him, “he himself is the master of the Gentiles/nations” (αὐτὸς δεσπόζει τῶν 
ἐθνῶν, LXX Ps 21:29 [MT 22:29; ET 22:28]). The correspondences with Jesus’ 
commission to make disciples of “all the Gentiles/nations” (πάντα τὰ ἔθνη, 
Mt 28:19) are evident enough. Finally, the psalmist promises that God’s saving 
righteousness “will be announced” (ἀναγγελήσεται) to the coming generation, 
who will then “announce” it (ἀναγγελοῦσιν) to the people yet to come (LXX 
Ps 21:31–32 [MT 22:31–32; ET 22:30–31]); the Eleven are there on the moun-
tain because the two Marys46 went “to announce” (ἀπαγγέλλω, Mt 28:8; see 
also 28:10) to them Jesus’ resurrection and his call to meet him there in Galilee.

In sum, the strong influence of only the first half of Psalm 22 in Matthew 
27,47 coupled with the evidence in Matthew 28 for two clear verbal connec-
tions (“brothers” and “name”) and a number of other conceptual and linguistic 
links to the second half of Psalm 22, makes it at least possible that Matthew 
envisions the resurrection of Jesus as the infinitely greater fulfillment of the 
victorious second half of Psalm 22. If I may be allowed to imagine a connec-
tion that is not actually cited in Matthew, I can envision the evangelist claiming 
for Jesus, risen from the dead, the words of LXX Ps 21:25, 30 (MT 22:25, 30; 
ET 22:24, 29): “When I cried to him, he heard me. … My soul lives to him.”

46 For the two Marys, see the textual note and the commentary on 27:56 and the textual note on 
27:61; see also 28:1.

47 See “The Cry of Dereliction (27:46): Psalm 22:1 or the Entire Psalm? Evaluating a Common 
Assertion” in the commentary on 27:39–56.
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Risen from the Dead, Jesus Is the Glorious Son of Man
In his opening words that assuage the doubt experienced by some of the 

Eleven (28:17b), Jesus declared, “All authority that is in heaven and on earth 
was given to me” (28:18). These words communicate a world of meaning about 
the risen Jesus, and some of that world will be explored in the excursus “The 
Resurrection of Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel and in the New Testament” following 
this pericope. For the moment, I will take my stand48 with many other com-
mentators in noting here an allusion to the vision of the glorious Son of Man in 
Dan 7:13–14.49 Strong connections to this vision have already been a part of 
Matthew’s Gospel; 10:23; 16:28; and 26:64 particularly stand out. In that night 
vision, Daniel saw “one like a Son of Man.” Although this title by itself does not 
convey his divinity, this figure is glorious and powerful. He arrives before the 
Ancient of Days, that is, the God of Israel. Depending on which Greek version 
of Daniel one reads, various things were given to the “one like a Son of Man.”50 
Along with other verbal connections, the verb ἐδόθη, “it was given,” stands in 
both Greek versions of Dan 7:14 as well as here in Mt 28:18.51 As a result of 
what was given to Jesus, the Son of Man,52 by the Ancient of Days, all the peo-
ples will serve/worship him;53 in 28:9, 17, people worship Jesus.54 Although 

48 I have changed my mind about connections between Mt 28:18 and Dan 7:13–14. Compare 
this commentary with Gibbs, Jerusalem and Parousia, 153.

49 In support of an allusion to Daniel 7 here, see France, Gospel of Matthew, 1112–13; Konradt, 
Israel, Church, and the Gentiles, 284–85; Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:682–83. Luz, 
Matthew, 3:619, also cites verbal contacts between Mt 28:18 and Dan 7:14, but he is cautious 
about finding a strong link.

50 On the two Greek versions of Daniel, see brief comments in Jobes and Silva, Invitation to the 
Septuagint, 271–72, 286–87; Steinmann, Daniel, 63–67.

51 See the discussion of ἐδόθη in the third textual note on 28:18.
52 Jesus first calls himself “the Son of Man” in 8:20; see the textual note and the commentary 

on 8:20 in Gibbs, Matthew 1:1–11:1, 430–31, 434–37. “The Son of Man” has the authority 
to forgive sins on earth (9:6) and is Lord of the Sabbath (12:8). He undergoes the Triduum in 
the heart of the earth (12:40; cf. 17:9, 12, 22; 20:18; 26:2, 45); sows the good seed (13:37); 
will come in the glory of his Father (16:27; 25:31; cf. 26:64); and will be seated on his throne 
of glory (19:28; 25:31; cf. 26:64). He comes not to be served but to serve and to give his life 
as a ransom (20:28).

53 In the Old Greek of Dan 7:14, it is said: “and authority was given to him, also all the nations 
of the earth according to race and all glory worshiping him, and his authority is an eternal 
authority, which will not be taken away, and his reign [is one] which will not be corrupted” 
(καὶ ἐδόθη αὐτῷ ἐξουσία, καὶ πάντα τὰ ἔθνη τῆς γῆς κατὰ γένη καὶ πᾶσα δόξα αὐτῷ 
λατρεύουσα· καὶ ἡ ἐξουσία αὐτοῦ ἐξουσία αἰώνιος, ἥτις οὐ μὴ ἀρθῇ, καὶ ἡ βασιλεία 
αὐτοῦ, ἥτις οὐ μὴ φθαρῇ). Theodotion’s text reads: “and the beginning and the honor and 
the reign were given to him, and all the peoples, tribes, tongues will serve him; his author-
ity is an eternal authority, which will not pass away, and his reign will not be corrupted” (καὶ 
αὐτῷ ἐδόθη ἡ ἀρχὴ καὶ ἡ τιμὴ καὶ ἡ βασιλεία, καὶ πάντες οἱ λαοὶ, φυλαί, γλῶσσαι αὐτῷ 
δουλεύσουσιν· ἡ ἐξουσία αὐτοῦ ἐξουσία αἰώνιος, ἥτις οὐ παρελεύσεται, καὶ ἡ βασιλεία 
αὐτοῦ οὐ διαφθαρήσεται).

54 For προσκυνέω, “bow down; worship,” see the third textual note and the commentary on 28:9. 
The Old Greek of Dan 7:14 uses the verb λατρεύω, which commonly refers to the worship of 
the Lord God of Israel in the LXX (e.g., Ex 3:12; 4:23; Deut 6:13) and is also used in prohi-
bitions against the worship of any other gods (e.g., LXX Ex 20:5, the First Commandment; 
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the final fulfillment of Dan 7:13–14 awaits the consummation of the age, there 
on the mountain in Galilee, the risen Jesus declares to his eleven disciples that 
because he was raised from the dead, this has fulfilled the presentation of the 
Son of Man to God.55 He is exalted for the sake of his people.56

Risen from the Dead, Jesus Is the Son of God

Fulling the Scriptures in a comprehensive way, exalted as the Son of Man, 
Jesus speaks to the Eleven. Most importantly, however, 28:18–20 presents Jesus 
as the Son of God and that in more than one sense.57 As has become evident 
throughout Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus’ identity as God’s Son is a reality that 
entails more than one truth. Note the following aspects of Jesus’ divine Sonship.

Jesus Shares the One Divine Name

Perhaps the most remarkable affirmation of what it means for Jesus to be 
God’s Son is embedded in his words that show the basis for and gifts bestowed 
in Baptism. The Eleven and those who follow in the days to come will, in the 
first place, make disciples by baptizing in or into “the name of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (28:19). One could say a lot, of course, about 
what “the name” of God refers to in biblical parlance. God’s character, God’s 
saving actions, God’s presence—all of this and more are included in the reality 
of “the name.” The Father’s name should be hallowed on earth, and Jesus has 
taught his disciples to pray that this be done (6:9).58 The disciples are to live 

also Ex 23:24; Lev 18:21; Jesus uses it in Mt 4:10). The verb in Theodotion’s text is δουλεύω, 
“serve (as a slave),” which likewise can refer to the worship of the Lord God (e.g., LXX Judg 
2:7; 1 Sam 7:3) or of false gods (e.g., LXX Ex 23:33; Deut 28:64; see also Mt 6:24).

55 Chemnitz, The Two Natures in Christ, 316–17, states the matter quite strongly: “Thus He is 
speaking of the power which He received in time according to His human nature, as when 
Daniel testifies in [Dan] 7:13–14” (emphasis added). Lenski, Matthew, 1171, is technically 
correct when he says: “It is not stated when this gift was made, see 11:27.” In this context, 
however, it seems clear that the authority “was given” (28:18) through or in light of Jesus’ 
resurrection. Carson, Matthew, 594, suggests: “Rather, the spheres in which he now exercises 
absolute authority are enlarged to include all heaven and earth.” Nolland, Matthew, 1265, sug-
gests: “It seems, then, that Mt. 28:18 is most likely to represent a reaffirmation of authority 
after the rejection of Jesus by the Jerusalem authorities which led to his death.”

56 In the commentary on 26:63b–64, I suggested that one should not make too much of a distinc-
tion between Jesus’ exaltation as risen from the dead and Jesus’ literal ascension into heaven 
as narrated by Luke and mentioned elsewhere in the NT. The key moment in Jesus’ exalta-
tion, if I may say it that way, occurs when death is overthrown permanently. And it is explicitly 
the case that here on the mountain in Galilee, some days before his ascension, which occurs 
at the Mount of Olives, outside of Jerusalem (Lk 24:50–53; Acts 1:1–12), Jesus declares that 
all authority “was given” to him (28:18).

57 Konradt, Israel, Church, and the Gentiles, 304–5, nicely comments:

It is entirely in line with the contraction of Jesus’ death and resurrection into one 
coherent event that Matthew not only portrays the passion of Jesus emphatically as the 
passion of the Son of God but that the christologoumenon of divine sonship, as indi-
cated previously, is of key significance in the final scene of the Gospel as well.

58 If I may be allowed to reuse my own words, “God’s name is his presence, the extension and 
the revelation of his being and his salvation” (Gibbs, Matthew 1:1–11:1, 327). Without true 
understanding, the crowds in 21:9 acclaimed Jesus with the words of Psalm 118: “Blessed 
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and act in the name of Jesus, as their Master has repeatedly taught.a The Holy 
Spirit descended on Jesus at his Baptism, sent from God the Father (3:16–17), 
and Jesus’ ministry was carried out in connection with and empowered by the 
Spirit (12:28). As God’s Son, Jesus has the closest imaginable relationship with 
the Father, in the Spirit. Yet he is not the Father, nor is he the Spirit.59

Now, however, a new revelation occurs. Jesus is God’s Son in that he shares 
one and the same “name” with the Father and the Spirit.60 This revelation recalls 
and expands on the account of Jesus’ origin and naming in 1:18–25. Although 
that earlier text holds back from stating explicitly that the Father is Jesus’ Father, 
it does imply that; given Jesus’ conception and birth of the Virgin Mary,61 Jesus 
clearly is not Joseph’s son, but the Son of God the Father. In addition, Mary’s 
pregnancy was “from the Holy Spirit” (1:20). Named as Immanuel, “God is 
with us” (1:23), now this Jesus has completed his course. Risen, he now reveals 
more clearly than ever before that he was and is, in a mysterious way, included 
in what it means to refer to “the name of God.” Richard Bauckham’s comments 
are worth citing here at some length:

The novelty of divine identity revealed as intra-divine relationship is, in my 
view, strikingly acknowledged in one New Testament text in the way most 
appropriate to the biblical tradition of understanding the divine identity. In 
this text, God acquires a new name which identifies him in this newly revealed 
form of his identity. … To Moses at the burning bush in Exodus 3, God iden-
tifies himself as the God of the patriarchs, the God of Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob ([Ex] 3:6), but this identity is not sufficient for the events in which he 
is to bring Israel out of Egypt and make them his people. The disclosure of 
the name by which his people are now to know him is required for his new 
identity, in which his old identity as the God of the patriarchs is by no means 
repudiated but is certainly surpassed. Since the patriarchal stories have appro-
priately been called “the Old Testament of the Old Testament,” the transition 
from the God of the patriarchs to YHWH the God of Israel is a kind of prece-
dent for the transition from the latter to the God of Jesus Christ. Once again, a 
new name identifies the newly disclosed identity, although this clearly occurs 
only in one New Testament text: Matthew 28:19. …

The risen Jesus receives worship and declares his exaltation to exercise of 
the divine sovereignty over all things (Matt. 28:18: “all authority in heaven 
and on earth”). His inclusion in the divine identity is now unequivocal. The 
scene is a Gospel equivalent to the last part of the christological passage 

is the one who comes in the name of the Lord,” that is, in the name of God the Father. Jesus 
returned to that psalm in sorrow and judgment in 23:39 when he was about to leave Jerusalem.

59 “The Father is one person, the Son is another, and the Holy Spirit is another” (Athanasian 
Creed, 5 [LSB, p. 319]).

60 In this sense, Jesus’ words now make very clear what was true from the beginning of Matthew’s 
Gospel and, in light of other NT passages, what was true from eternity past. That is to say, the 
shared name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit is an aspect of the immanent Trinity, 
as well as the economic Trinity.

61 “The Virgin Mary” is not just an honorific title; it is also a historical description, “the Virgin 
Mary,” that is, the Mary who was still a virgin when she gave birth to Jesus.

(a) Mt 7:22; 
10:22; 12:21; 
18:5, 20; 
19:29;  
24:5, 9
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in Philippians 2:6–11. But, whereas in that passage it is the Old Testament 
divine name, YHWH, that the exalted Christ receives, here the disciples are 
to baptize “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” 
([Mt 28:]19). The formula, as in the phrase “calling on the name of the Lord” 
which New Testament usage takes up from the Old with reference to baptism 
and profession of Christian faith,62 requires precisely a divine name. “The 
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit” names the newly disclosed identity of 
God, revealed in the story of Jesus the Gospel has told.63

Full and careful articulation of such mysteries would arise as Christ’s church 
faced various challenges, especially in the next few centuries. Those later artic-
ulations in the ecumenical creeds (the Apostles’ Creed, the Nicene Creed, and 
the Athanasian Creed), one should insist, faithfully develop and express what 
is found here in Jesus’ words and elsewhere in the NT writings.64

Jesus Is Vindicated and Reigning

Jesus is also God’s Son in a way that results from how God’s economy, 
God’s deeds in history, has actually transpired as foretold in the OT Scriptures. 
In other words, Jesus is God’s Son in that, with the Father and the Spirit, he 
brings the name of God into the world to invite people to hallow it through 
Baptism into and faith in what Jesus himself has accomplished.65 The one with 
whom God was pleased as he was humbly baptized was his beloved Son (3:17). 
Unveiling his glory only to mask it again on the path to rejection and resurrec-
tion, Jesus, on the mount of transfiguration, was declared by God to be “my 
beloved Son” (17:5). Opposed by those who wrongfully tended God’s vine-
yard, Jesus was finally sent as the Owner’s Son to receive fruit that belonged 
to the Owner (21:33–46). In his debates over what the center of the Scriptures 
were (22:34–46), Jesus demanded an answer to the puzzle of Ps 110:1: whose 
Son is the Christ? His opponents were not able to answer (22:46), however, 
because they rejected Jesus’ authority and his identity as David’s Lord, the Son 
of God. The Son was killed, the Stone was rejected (21:42–44). Standing before 
the Sanhedrin and dying on the cross, Jesus was rejected precisely because 
he claimed to be God’s Son (26:63–64; 27:39–44). However, the Father, the 
Vineyard Owner, has now exalted the Stone as the head of the corner (21:42); 

62 See, for example, Joel 3:5 (ET 2:32), quoted in Acts 2:21 (see also Acts 2:37–39) and Rom 
10:12–14. See also, for example, Acts 9:14, 21; 22:16; 1 Cor 1:2; 2 Tim 2:22; 1 Pet 1:17.

63 Bauckham, Jesus and the God of Israel, 56–57. Gieschen, “Divine Name,” 144, comments:

The challenging part of this formula for a Jew is that the singular Divine Name is also 
possessed by the Son and the Holy Spirit. … If the Son and the Holy Spirit can be iden-
tified with the sacred and revered name YHWH, then the Jew can worship the Son and 
Holy Spirit together with the Father as YHWH (cf. Matt 28:17).

64 France, Gospel of Matthew, 1118: “The human leader of the disciple group has become the 
rightful object of their worship. And the fact that the three divine persons are spoken of as 
having a single ‘name’ is a significant pointer toward the trinitarian doctrine of three persons 
in one God.”

65 Recall that, in large part, the hallowing of God’s name, the coming of God’s reign, and the 
doing of God’s will on earth are equivalent concepts; see the commentary on 6:9–10.
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the Son has been raised from the dead. Now Jesus speaks to the Eleven as God’s 
Son, and that means that he has been vindicated.

And Jesus has been vindicated in the strongest possible sense of the word. 
To say that someone is vindicated can be understood to mean only that his words 
were vindicated: “Oh, I see—he was right all along. It is now clear that what 
he said was correct.” That is true of the risen Jesus; his teaching is vindicated 
by Easter (“just as he said,” 28:6). There is, however, much more. I mean to 
say that by being raised from the dead, Jesus himself was vindicated. His for-
tunes were reversed; the opposition to him was overcome.66 The opposition 
was Jesus’ enemies, his murder, and even God’s own abandonment (27:46). 
God rejected the enemies’ rejection of Jesus. God undid the murder of his Son. 
God reversed the abandonment and undid Jesus’ death. The Stone is the head 
of the corner (21:42); David’s Lord sits at God’s right hand (22:44). Jesus is 
God’s vindicated Son.

Jesus Is the True Israel, Crucified and Risen for His People and for All

Finally, to confess on the basis of 28:18–20 and indeed the entire Gospel 
that Jesus is God’s Son is also to confess that Jesus is Israel, the people of 
God. In God’s plan, Jesus sums up Israel in his own person. God had said to 
Pharaoh, “Israel is my firstborn son. … Let my son go that he may serve me” 
(Ex 4:22–23), but that son of God, when set free, did not serve obediently. The 
first explicit declaration in Matthew that Jesus is God’s Son reads Hos 11:1 
typologically in order to disclose this corporate identity: “out of Egypt I called 
my son” (Mt 2:15).67 At Jesus’ Baptism, the Father’s declaration from heaven 
expresses this corporate identity: “this one is my beloved Son, in whom I am 
well-pleased” (3:17) means “this is the true Israel, standing in the place of 
the sinful, needy Israel.”68 Marked by his humble and ultimately cruciform 
Baptism, for forty days this Son went into the wilderness, where Israel, God’s 
son, had faltered for forty years long before (4:1–11). Tempted by the devil to 
be a different sort of son, Jesus did not falter; his identity as the perfect Israel, 
the perfect Son, remained intact, and he was obedient to his calling to worship 
and serve the Lord his God only.69

66 The second definition given for “vindicate” in Webster’s New World Dictionary of the 
American Language (Cleveland: World Publishing, 1957) is this: “to defend or maintain (a 
cause, claim, etc.) against opposition.”

67 See “Scripture Is Fulfilled by the Child Jesus” and “Jesus, God’s Son, as the Nation, God’s 
Son” in the commentary on 2:13–23 in Gibbs, Matthew 1:1–11:1, 134–35, 139–45.

68 For extensive argumentation that LXX Jer 38:20 (MT/ET 31:20), “Ephraim is a beloved son 
to me” (υἱὸς ἀγαπητὸς Εφραιμ ἐμοί), is the primary OT background for the Father’s voice 
in Mt 3:17, thus emphasizing Jesus’ corporate identity as Israel, see Gibbs, “Israel Standing 
with Israel,” especially 515–20.

69 Konradt, Israel, Church, and the Gentiles, 282, suggests: “Above all, however, 28.16 points 
to the transfiguration, the anticipation of Jesus’ glory in resurrection (17.1–9), as well as the 
third temptation scene (4.8–10), in which the devil offered Jesus dominion over all the world, 
which in Matthew … takes place on a mountain.” This connection between 28:18 and the third 
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That perfect obedience came to its climax in his trials and in his death. Jesus 
stands before his interlocutors as the Christ/Messiah (26:63, 68; 27:17, 22), as 
Israel’s true King (“the King of the Jews,” 27:11, 29, 37, as in 2:2; “the King 
of Israel,” 27:42). He also stands there as “the Son of God” (26:63; also 27:40, 
43), that is, as Israel in the place of Israel. This is the unthinkable humility of 
the mighty Judge who submitted to John’s baptism because it fittingly pre-
saged how God would put things right for Israel and for the world (3:15). This 
is the path from which Satan in the wilderness had tried to divert Jesus (“if you 
are the Son of God,” 4:3, 6). This is the act of paying a ransom in exchange for 
the many (20:28). Jesus dies instead of the people dying. Jesus is abandoned 
(27:46) instead of the people being abandoned.

And now Jesus is raised as God’s “Son” (28:19)—as Israel.70 Because of 
Israel’s sinfulness—which was a symptom of the sin of the entire human race—
God sent a representative and a substitute. That perfect Son now makes a new 
beginning.71 Jesus, risen from the dead, is that new beginning, the new Israel, 
the people of God begun anew in his own person.72 This Christological teach-
ing, in turn, informs the most important way to answer the next question to put 
to 28:16–20, namely, who are the Eleven?

Who Are the Eleven Disciples? (28:16–20)
The Eleven Are Uniquely the Core of the New Israel

In the first place and somewhat crudely put, the Eleven are the apostles 
who fell away and abandoned their Master, but who (unlike Judas [27:3–10]) 
did not kill themselves. The number is one short of twelve, and it is hard to 
hear the number without thinking of the history. We are, I suspect, supposed 

temptation in 4:8–10 further establishes the “Son of God as Israel” Christology I am empha-
sizing here, for in the wilderness temptation, Jesus stood and was victorious as Israel.

70 Kynes, Christology of Solidarity, 190:

Matthew presents Jesus as the representative of a righteous Israel, embodying in him-
self that filial relationship with God to which the law points. He called the nation to 
share with him in this role, but that call was rejected. Thus, he fulfilled that role alone. 
The consequence is not simply a turning from Israel to the nations, but an invitation to 
the nations to share in the blessings of Israel, blessings now realized in Jesus himself.

 See also Crowe, The Obedient Son, 229–30.
71 Recall that in Acts 13:33, Paul, in his sermon in Pisidian Antioch, declares that on Easter, God 

spoke Ps 2:7 to Jesus: “You are my Son; today I have begotten you.” This does not mean that 
Jesus became God’s Son only at Easter. It does mean that a new beginning took place and that 
through Jesus’ resurrection to full eschatological immortality, a new birth becomes possible 
(Jn 3:1–7; Rom 6:4; Titus 3:5–7; 1 Pet 1:3, 23; 3:21). See the excursus “The Resurrection of 
Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel and in the New Testament” following this pericope.

72 Matthew’s horizons are focused, of course, on God’s promises to Abraham’s seed, to Israel, 
and through them to the world. In fact, Matthew begins the genealogy “of Jesus: Christ, Son 
of David, Son of Abraham” (1:1) with “Abraham” (1:2). This Christology of Jesus as God’s 
Son/Israel in the first Gospel corresponds to Paul’s teaching that Jesus is the Second Adam 
(Rom 5:12–21; 1 Cor 15:22, 45). A similar corporate Christology underlies both.
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to think of it. These disciples bring with them no claim to faithfulness or devo-
tion. They are the Eleven.73

Second, the eleven disciples are the apostles whom Jesus chose and to 
whom he gave a unique authority and role. Two passages show their unique-
ness. The first is the Missionary Discourse (9:36–11:1), where these men are 
given authority to do miracles, even to the point of raising the dead. To be sure, 
because their faith did not grow (like a mustard seed should), they failed on 
at least one occasion to do what they should have done (17:14–18). There is, 
however, no evidence in Matthew, or really anywhere in the NT, that any other 
of Jesus’ disciples should expect to possess this sort of authority that had been 
given to the Twelve. The second demonstration of their uniqueness emerges 
from Jesus’ saying to them in 19:28. There he promised to them unique places 
of eschatological judgment on the day when all things are regenerated; when 
the Son of Man is enthroned, the Twelve also will be enthroned.

Third, standing there as a humbled and restored number and gathered to 
God’s Son, Israel himself, the Eleven also embody Israel, the people of God 
that was being reconstituted through Jesus’ ministry to “the lost sheep” who are 
Israel’s house (10:6; 15:24).74 That was the original significance of Jesus choos-
ing twelve apostles. Yes, the occasional Gentile has come under the Messiah’s 
blessing; these minor figures anticipate the commission that Jesus now is giv-
ing to the Eleven. Because they are unique in the history of salvation, however, 
the most important way to regard the eleven disciples here in Matthew’s con-
cluding pericope is like this: they are the people of God, gathered around Jesus, 
who embodies the people of God. They are the new Israel, gathered around 
the true Israel, the Son of God.75 They are Jesus’ church, and now Jesus will 

73 See the first textual note on 28:16.
74 Stuhlmacher, “Course of Mission,” 29, offers a similar conclusion, although he arrives there 

through a somewhat different line of argument: “The (Eleven) disciples form the core of the 
new Israel and are formally commissioned by the exalted Christ to bring the Gospel of the 
βασιλεία [‘reign/kingdom’] of God to all peoples.”

75 In discussing how the terminology of “church” or “assembly” (ἐκκλησία) functioned in the 
thinking of the earliest Christians, Konradt, Israel, Church, and the Gentiles, 335, summa-
rizes thus: “From this usage, one can only conclude that the groups of believers in Christ 
within Israel saw themselves as the (eschatological) assembly prepared by God.” Konradt 
then wants to distinguish “the Church” from “Israel” (335–36), but in my view, he skews mat-
ters ever so slightly: “Rather, the ecclesia is the part of Israel (and of the rest of the world) 
that has recognized the Christ event … as the eschatological salvific act of Israel’s God and 
has allowed itself to be called to discipleship and follow Christ” (336). I would suggest that 
because Jesus is Israel that there is a stronger identification of the apostles (and here the num-
ber twelve/eleven is significant) as the core of Israel being re-created around Jesus. This latter 
point does not, however, imply some sort of turning away from ethnic Jews or from a com-
passionate mission to them. Konradt’s discussion throughout is crystal clear and brilliantly 
synthetic. He does not, for instance, think that Matthew’s Gospel offers salvation apart from 
Christ (350): “Soteriologically, from now on, salvation is to be found via entry into disciple-
ship and thereby in Jesus’ ecclesia.” The one missing piece (if I may be allowed to say such 
a thing) in his learned and nuanced presentation of Matthew’s teaching is the Christology of 
Jesus himself as Israel.
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begin to build that assembly on Peter and the others who confess and worship 
the Risen One (16:17–19).76

It is important to note, however, that as church, the Eleven do not replace 
Israel in God’s plan. Not infrequently, one hears interpreters claim that 
Matthew’s Gospel teaches that Israel is replaced by the church.77 This state-
ment makes sense only if there is no Christological center to the question. If 
Jesus, God’s Son, remains at the center, then the statement is nonsensical. If 
Jesus, who fulfills and enacts all the OT Scriptures, is Israel, then to speak of 
replacing Israel is to speak of an impossibility. Centered in Jesus, the Eleven are 
the sure extension of God’s people moving out into the post-Easter world. And 
they are, of course, all Jews ethnically; by lineage, they are all sons of Abraham. 
They constitute the new patriarchs of Israel, however, because they belong to 
Jesus. The Eleven stand on the mountain in Galilee, to speak in anachronisti-
cally creedal terms, as “one holy catholic and apostolic church” (Nicene Creed). 
They are God’s people, now begun anew in Jesus, who was raised from the dead.

The Eleven Are the Church That Begins the Mission That Will Last 
until the Consummation of the Age
The imperative that Jesus gives, based on his own authority (28:18) and 

supported by his ongoing presence (28:20), directs the Eleven to “make disci-
ples of all the Gentiles/nations” (μαθητεύσατε πάντα τὰ ἔθνη, 28:19). Setting 
aside for the moment the question of what “all the Gentiles/nations” refers to, 
three other issues require comment. The first has to do with the relationship of 
the risen and present Christ with the making of disciples. The second has to do 
with the means by which disciples are to be made, that is, “by baptizing” (28:19) 
and “by teaching” (28:20). The third has to do with how Matthew’s readers/
hearers, both ancient and modern, should think about who is to carry out the 
imperative now, since the Eleven have died and are waiting for the regenera-
tion of all things.78 Each issue will receive comment in turn.

Jesus Accompanies the Mission

First, the mission command to “make disciples” is just that, a command (the 
Greek imperative μαθητεύσατε, 28:19). The Eleven began to carry it out, and 
others (see below) are to continue it. It is a command, however, that is based on 

76 Lenski, Matthew, 1178, thinks that the entire church is present in 28:16–20 because he believes 
that this is the post-resurrection appearance to more than five hundred mentioned in 1 Cor 
15:6. He is wrong about the latter but correct in thinking that the whole church is present in 
nuce.

77 It is even more strange to hear claims that Matthew teaches that God’s salvation has turned 
from the Jews to the Gentiles. All the apostles, all of the earliest Christians, and Jesus him-
self (Rom 9:5) were Jews by physical descent. The unfolding of history has, of course, long 
ago resulted in a mostly Gentile “Jesus movement,” if I may use that phrase.

78 The promise of Jesus’ presence extends “until the consummation of the age” (28:20). This 
indicates that the making of disciples will also extend into all generations long after the apos-
tles are gone. The view that the command to “make disciples” (28:19) applied only to the 
apostles as human beings who soon died is untenable.
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a Christological reality and supported by a Christological promise. The Eleven 
(and others) will make disciples because all authority has been given to Jesus, 
risen from the dead (28:18).79 That means that he is the Lord and that ultimately 
the work of making disciples is rooted in his authority to save. Ultimate matters 
are not in the hands of the Eleven or anyone else. Ultimate matters are in the 
hands of the Lord Jesus. Moreover, the making of disciples is supported by the 
promise of the ongoing presence of Jesus in that task: “I am/will be with you for 
all the days, until the consummation of the age” (28:20) is not a general sort of 
promise of Christ’s presence with his disciples; rather, it is a promise that sus-
tains and enables the making of disciples. The church will not go out alone as 
she baptizes and teaches. Jesus will be going with her. In that sense, although 
the Great Commission is, on one level, Jesus’ command, which his Israel must 
obey, on a deeper level, it is a command to which Jesus commits himself; he 
will undergird and accompany the performance of it. “The one who receives 
you receives me” (10:40). With this authority (28:18) and this promise (28:20), 
Jesus speaks to their doubt (28:17).

Jesus Specifies the Means by Which Disciples Are Made

In brief fashion, the Eleven are given the means by which disciples are to 
be made. The two participial clauses (with the participles βαπτίζοντες, “by 
baptizing,” and διδάσκοντες, “by teaching”) that modify the main verb “make 
disciples” (28:19–20) are general sorts of statements; they answer the question 
about how disciples are made without filling in many important details. What 
I mean to say is that there is a whole host of other things that, in the push and 
shove of daily Christian living and mission, go into the process of getting peo-
ple to the point where they are baptized, as well as enabling them to be taught 
comprehensively to guard everything that Jesus commanded all of his people to 
guard. All one has to do is read the rest of the NT (or just the Gospel of Matthew) 
to learn the importance of loving one’s neighbor (even the enemy [5:43–48]), 
doing good deeds that direct glory to the Father who is in heaven (5:16), work-
ing together to restore and preserve one’s fellow disciples (18:15–20). This 
means that the commission to “make disciples” (28:19) is given here in only 
the barest of skeletal forms.80 There is much more to do that Jesus does not 

79 Simply from the context, it seems clear that 28:18 is the supporting ground for 28:19 (even 
though οὖν likely should be omitted at the beginning of 28:19; see the first textual note on 
28:19).

80 Jerome feels the need to fill in some of the gaps. He writes on 28:19: “First they teach all 
nations, then they dip in water those who have been taught. For it is not possible that the body 
receives the sacrament of Baptism unless the soul first receives the truth of the faith.” He then 
further relies on his own paraphrase in commenting on 28:20: “The sequence is extraordinary. 
He has commanded the apostles first to teach all nations, then to dip them in the sacrament of 
faith, and after faith and baptism they are to instruct them in the things that must be observed” 
(Scheck, Saint Jerome: Commentary on Matthew, 327; emphasis added).
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specify.81 What is here, however, is the church’s indispensable center: Baptism 
and teaching. At this point, then, I can offer a few comments about each of the 
two indispensable means for making disciples.

First, recall that Jesus himself was baptized; in this action, John and Jesus 
established the fitting pattern that would shape Jesus’ ministry of humble and 
sacrificial Sonship (3:13–17). In addition, on the Last Day, Jesus himself will 
come as the mighty Judge to baptize everyone either with the Holy Spirit for 
final redemption or with the fire of eternal judgment (3:10–12). With his sac-
rificial ministry completed and his final judging still in the future, Jesus now 
reveals that others will become his disciples as they are baptized in connection 
with (or “into”) the one “name” he shares with the Father and the Spirit (28:19). 
Beginning in the time after his death and resurrection, however, what does it 
mean that others may become disciples by being baptized into the triune name? 
It means much more than can be expressed here because this is not a place for 
gathering together all of the NT teaching about Christian Baptism, but at least 
the following emerges from the context here in Matthew.

The new Israel, beginning with the eleven disciples, will baptize others in 
the name of the Father, the Son, and the Spirit (28:19).82 On the one hand, there 
is a profound Trinitarian truth here, as I noted above in discussing what it means 
for Jesus to be God’s Son in 28:16–20.83 On the other hand, other aspects of 
Matthew’s Gospel, especially the Lord’s Prayer (6:9–13), invite us to see that 
the triune name also refers to God’s deeds in history. Jesus taught his disciples 
to pray for God’s name to be hallowed on the earth, for God’s reign to come, 
and for God’s will to be done; these petitions stand together and are closely 
parallel in meaning.84 Jesus’ entire ministry, of course, has brought the reign of 
God in Israel. And in the garden, Jesus was willing to pray to the Father, “Thy 
will be done” (see 26:39, 42). Name, reign, and will all come together in Jesus’ 
ministry. Coming as this mandate does on the heels of Jesus’ death and resur-
rection, I suggest that the name of God, which includes God’s presence and 
God’s saving deeds, refers to Jesus’ death and resurrection itself. This is what 
God—Father, Son, and Spirit—has accomplished.85 This is how God—Father, 

81 Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:686, comment: “But it is better to regard μαθητεύσατε [‘make 
disciples’] not as the first in a series [i.e., make disciples, then baptize, then teach] but as a 
general imperative which is filled out (although not exhausted) by what follows: baptism and 
instruction in obedience belong to discipleship (so Bengel).”

82 Here, of course, the Sacrament of Christian Baptism is established by the risen Jesus. This is 
emphasized in the Lutheran Confessions; see SC IV 3–4; LC IV 3–4. In Ap IX, “Baptism,” 
2, Mt 28:19 is cited as support specifically for the practice of infant Baptism.

83 See “Who Is Jesus? (28:16–20)” above.
84 See the commentary on 6:9–13.
85 Nolland, Matthew, 1269, seems to say something quite similar: “Matthew’s story has been 

about the action of the Father through the Son and by means of the Holy Spirit. And that is 
what the baptised are joined to.” Wright, The Resurrection of the Son of God, 643:

This, it seems, is how the prayer [“thy kingdom come,” 6:10] is being answered; this, 
in other words, is how the kingdom is coming, how the will of the “Father” is being 
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Son, and Spirit—is known. This is the functional or economic aspect of God’s 
name that has now come in the world. Christ has died; Christ has risen.

The Baptism, then, by which a human creature begins to be Jesus’ disciple, is 
a Baptism that is in connection with (or “into”) Jesus’ death and resurrection.86 
To be sure, Jesus’ words (and Matthew’s context) do not provide a fuller artic-
ulation than this. I would suggest, however, that here on the mountain, Jesus’ 
words contain the seed of the truth that Paul will develop later in Romans 6; 
Colossians 2; and elsewhere. That is to say, to be baptized into this name is to 
be joined to the salvation newly accomplished through the death and the res-
urrection of Jesus and thus to become disciples of the Son. Moreover, this is a 
name that is shared by—signifying deeds of salvation that are performed also 
by—the Father and the Spirit. This means that to be joined to the single name 
shared by the three divine persons will entail a new relationship with the Father 
as his adopted daughters and sons through the Son and with the Spirit as those 
who participate in the life that he gives. This much, at the least, is grounded 
in Jesus’ words here in 28:19. It will remain for the apostles to expound and 
expand on the meaning of this means of making disciples that began in Galilee.

Second, disciples will be made in the years that stretch on until the age’s 
ending as the baptized disciples of Jesus receive and guard the whole of their 
Master’s teaching.87 This reflects, I can observe in passing, how much author-
ity Jesus now exercises and how fully he has now fulfilled the OT revelation. It 
is not the Torah that serves as the source of teaching for disciples. Rather, it is 
the teaching of the Risen One. To be sure, that teaching will stand in continuity 
with OT revelation in many ways (5:17); how Jesus (and the NT apostles) put the 
OT to use exemplifies that continuity of content often enough.88 Nevertheless, 
it is the teaching of Jesus that will make disciples.

This reminds Matthew’s readers/hearers as well that “make disciples” 
(28:19) is not to be thought of only in terms of initial conversion to faith in 
Jesus. Baptism is, indeed, the crucial entry point and establishes the ongoing 
connection with the Son’s death and resurrection, as well as with the Father and 
the Spirit. The making of disciples continues as the teaching shapes, carves, 
heals, and transforms God’s children. The Great Commission is not just to get 
converts, although it certainly is about that. The Great Commission is also to 

done. The significance of the resurrection, as far as Matthew is concerned, is that Jesus 
now holds the role that had been marked out for the Messiah in Psalms 2, 72 and 89.

86 This shows why Christian Baptism is initiated only after Easter. One cannot be baptized into 
the name of God, that is, into what the triune God has done in Christ, until God has done it!

87 The sequence (in the sentence) of “baptizing … teaching” should not be overinterpreted. 
Lenski, Matthew, 1173, tries to make too much of the sequence. Although this text does not 
say as much, presumably there will be teaching about Jesus and from Jesus that precedes 
Baptism.

88 In Matthew, this is demonstrated by, inter alia, the refrain that Jesus fulfills the OT Scriptures 
(1:22; 2:15, 17, 23; 4:14; 5:17; 8:17; 12:17; 13:35; 21:4; 26:54, 56; 27:9) and by references 
to what “is written” (2:5; 4:4, 6, 7, 10; 11:10; 21:13; 26:24, 31).
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nurture and educate believers as they mature and grow in faith and love for all, 
even for their enemies. So yes, evangelism—but then also training in righteous-
ness, in compassion, in Law and Gospel. Bible classes and sermons, as well as 
the mutual encouragement of fellow Christians in groups both large and small, 
are all part of the making of disciples. And it is to go on for all the days, until 
the consummation of the age (28:20).89

This means that the American “gold standard” of coming to worship for 
one hour every Sunday is simply not enough. Before saying anything else, let 
me return to the Christological heartbeat of the command to “make disciples” 
(28:19); it is carried out on the basis of Jesus’ saving authority (28:18) and in 
the comfort of Jesus’ ongoing presence (28:20). Having said this, however, we 
must reckon with the fact that the culture all around us is teaching us to guard 
everything that it wants its disciples to guard; that teaching happens relentlessly. 
Somehow the church (in America, at least) will need to recapture the truth that 
once a disciple has begun to be such, there is an entire lifetime of teaching and 
learning that must happen in order to be Jesus’ disciple. I am not talking about 
some distinction between “Christian” and “disciple.” There are no categories 
here. It is only that the making of disciples entails both participles: “baptiz-
ing” (28:19) and comprehensive “teaching” (28:20) in the life of discipleship. 
There are many ways for the Gospel to become even more precious to me than 
it already is. There are many ways for Christ’s truth to shape and transform you 
more fully than it already has.

Who Carries Out the Great Commission Now?

And since the Eleven are long dead, resting until the renewal of all things, 
this raises the question of present-day application. How shall Christian readers 
think about the Great Commission today? Another way to ask this question is 
“Who is to make disciples today?”90

89 Luz, Matthew, 3:633, overstates in some ways, but comments strongly: “For Matthew the 
church is—in good Jewish terms!—Jesus’ ‘school.’ He understands it as a fellowship of 
Jesus’ disciples that even after their baptism continue to go to ‘school’ to Jesus and to keep 
his commandments in following him.” Luz’s emphasis on keeping Jesus’ commandments is 
somewhat lopsided. Nolland, Matthew, 1270, is similarly unbalanced (“to implement in obe-
dience”), as is Kynes, Christology of Solidarity, 187–88. See the first textual note on 28:20, 
which suggests that “teaching them to guard all things which I commanded you [to guard]” 
should be understood in a broad, comprehensive way.

90 Once again, Luz, Matthew, 3:626–28, offers an invaluable survey of how “go and make dis-
ciples of all Gentiles/nations” (28:19) has been interpreted during the centuries. Of interest 
are his statements that Reformation interpreters generally did not read this verse to apply 
to the present church’s life in what Luz considers to be missional terms. According to Luz 
(3:627): “Matt 28:19 first became the Magna Carta of missions through the English Baptist 
William Carey and his 1792 document, An Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to Use 
Means for the Conversation of Heathens.” Although Luz has deep personal misgivings about 
what could be considered the inherently colonial tendencies in reading 28:19 as a missional 
charge, he himself concludes: “Matthew actually thinks that the church is basically and fun-
damentally a missionary church, and he conceives of its mission concretely as a ‘going’ to 
all nations” (3:628; emphasis added).
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Once again, my answer is the “one holy catholic and apostolic church” 
(Nicene Creed). Understood as a whole body with different parts that function 
in different ways, the church is to make disciples by baptizing and teaching. 
Christ commands the eleven disciples—that is, the beginnings of the new Israel, 
God’s people in Jesus—to make disciples of all the Gentiles/nations, and he 
briefly mandates how that disciple-making will happen (“by baptizing … by 
teaching”) until the consummation of the age (28:19–20).

Only a few years ago, I learned (to my surprise, I shall admit) that in the 
Lutheran tradition, 28:19–20 is extensively cited as a supporting text to show 
that God established the pastoral office in his church.91 Apparently the cita-
tions by various writers are made in brief fashion, almost offhandedly, with 
authors feeling little need to defend or explain this use of 28:18–20.92 At the 
very least, this shows that in thinking about the pastoral office, the move to 
reach for this text was natural to a significant representation of writers in the 
Lutheran tradition.93 What I suspect (but have never attempted to prove) is that 
the Lutheran conviction that pastors are called to preach the Gospel and admin-
ister the Sacraments in the midst of the Christian congregation provides the 
impetus that finds the institution of the pastoral office in the command “make 
disciples of all the Gentiles/nations” in 28:19–20.94

91 I use phrases such as “the pastoral office,” “the office of the holy ministry,” and “the public 
ministry” interchangeably. The German text of AC V 1 reads: Solchen Glauben zu erlangen, 
hat Gott das Predigtamt eingesetzt, Evangelium und Sakramente gegeben. The Latin text: Ut 
hanc fidem consequamur, institutum est ministerium docendi evangelii et porrigendi sacra-
menta (Triglotta, 44). The English translation of the German: “To obtain such faith [faith in 
Christ, through which one is justified; see AC IV] God instituted the office of preaching, giv-
ing the gospel and the sacraments.”

92 I am completely indebted to Rev. Andrew Johnson, currently pastor at Christ Lutheran Church, 
Milford, Mich. His independent study in 2012 brought all of these insights to my attention. As 
just one of many examples, Johnson’s study directed me to Luther’s commentary on Psalm 
82. Based on Ps 82:1, “God has taken his place in the divine council,” Luther comments on 
how important it is that God appoints “priests and preachers, to whom He has committed the 
duty of teaching, exhorting, rebuking, comforting, in a word, of preaching the Word of God” 
(AE 13:49). Luther cites Mt 28:19–20 as an obvious support for his point. Rev. Johnson also 
discovered that every published liturgical agenda ever used in the history of the LCMS that 
contained an order for the ordination of a pastor cites Mt 28:18–20 in relation to the pastoral 
office.

93 As only one example, see Walther, Church and Ministry, 213: “Christ clearly and plainly 
shows the power of the ministry, which He instituted when sending out His apostles.” Walther 
then cites Mt 28:19–20, as well as Jn 20:21, 23; 21:15–16; 1 Cor 4:1.

94 It is noteworthy that the Lutheran Confessions themselves do not reference 28:18–20 in 
relation to the pastoral ministry. The closest thing to that occurs in Treatise, 31, where 
Melanchthon makes the point that the church has and exercises a spiritual authority rather 
than a temporal or political one. He writes:

[The error of] the second article [the second of three papal claims, that the pope has 
both secular as well as ecclesiastical power; see Treatise, 2] is even clearer than [the 
error of] the first [see Treatise, 1], for Christ gave to his apostles only spiritual author-
ity, that is, the command to preach the gospel, to proclaim the forgiveness of sins, 
to administer the sacraments, and to excommunicate the ungodly without the use of 
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My non-Lutheran (or non-LCMS) readers may be wondering why this 
commentary is bothering to take up such a focused topic. The reason is that, in 
my own church body in recent decades, there have been extreme claims made 
about how to apply 28:18–20 in the life of the church today. I find myself dis-
agreeing with the extreme claims on either side, not least because I think that 
this text is not interested in answering all of the questions that have been put 
to it. Answers to at least some of my synod’s particular questions can be found 
elsewhere in the Scriptures, but not necessarily here.

Mt 28:16–20 cannot, for instance, answer the question of precisely who 
will preach the Gospel and administer the Sacraments in the local congregation. 
Other NT passages must come into play, and for Lutherans, the Confessional 
writings also will play a determinative role because of our conviction that those 
documents are a correct exposition of the Holy Scriptures.

Another question: does 28:16–20 indicate that the Great Commission is 
to be carried out by every Christian, lay or clergy, all bearing the same charge 
and able to function in the same role, as some claim? I would say that it does 
not because the text does not focus on all of the individuals in the new Israel; 
its focus is on the (Eleven as a) corporate unity, given a single commission. 
Moreover, such a claim can quickly run afoul of other NT passages about dif-
ferent members of the body having different vocations. It is hard to imagine 
how a phrase like “every man a minister” can be anything but confusing, if not 
downright harmful. Moreover, the NT elsewhere shows that the authoritative 
teaching in the Christian assembly is to be carried out by “elders,” appointed 
“overseers,” and “shepherds.”95

Is the pastoral office established in 28:18–20? Yes, because the pasto-
ral office is contained within the confines of the new Israel, God’s people. 
Does 28:16–20 indicate that the Great Commission is to be carried out only by 
ordained pastors? I do not think so. Pastors share in the apostolic ministry of 
the Word, but they are not the same as the apostles. Sometimes one hears a line 
of reasoning something like the following: (1) only the apostles (and no other 
disciples) originally carried out the Great Commission; (2) ordained pastors 
are essentially the same thing as apostles; therefore (3) only ordained pastors 
are to carry out the Great Commission. Premise 1 claims too much about the 
apostles and runs afoul of the book of Acts. Premise 2 claims too much about 
pastors. As I have argued above, the apostles here are unique, and they collec-
tively embody the new Israel in Christ that will live in the world as pastors and 
laity together. The conclusion (3), then, does not follow.

physical force. He did not give them the power of the sword or the right to establish, 
take possession [of], or dispose of the kingdoms of the world.

 He then lists a number of passages: Mt 28:19–20; Jn 20:21; Jn 18:36; 2 Cor 1:24; 2 Cor 10:4.
95 Based on a “traditional” reading of other NT texts (as well as the Augsburg Confession), I 

share in the conviction that only those males who are personally qualified and called by the 
church should carry out this pastoral role.
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Do all disciples of Jesus have a call to participate in spreading God’s love 
and God’s Gospel to the world around them and to grow and help others to grow 
in their understanding and living out of all that Jesus has taught us to guard? 
Yes, indeed. There is enough work to go around.

One final, focused question: are Christian pastors uniquely and centrally 
involved in carrying out the Great Commission? Yes, indeed, they certainly are. 
These are the men who will be called by God to administer, in the name of the 
congregation, the gift of Baptism into the triune name. These are the men who, 
above all, will be taught and apt to teach and who will invite and challenge 
believers to grow in their knowledge of and trust in all that Jesus has taught us 
to guard and to observe. Pastors are not the church. They are placed, however, 
at the center of the community of believers. Pastors must have a desire that 
more people would be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth in Jesus (as 
God desires [1 Tim 2:4]). Pastors must have a desire that those who are saved 
would grow in their knowledge of and trust in Jesus and his ways. The pastor 
must undertake, under the authority and promise of Jesus, the task to make dis-
ciples, even as he invites and leads the whole congregation to join with him in 
this work as they together follow Jesus.

For the consummation of the ages has not yet arrived. The world is still 
twisted and broken. And although the ultimate authority belongs to the Lord 
Jesus alone (28:18), still he has commanded us to love our neighbors as our-
selves. At the center of loving the neighbor is the desire to share the Good News 
of the reign of God in Jesus with … with whom? This brings us to the last ques-
tion to be posed to 28:16–20.

Who Are “All the Gentiles/Nations”? (28:19)
In the translation of 28:19 above, I opted for ambiguity: “[therefore,] go 

and make disciples of all the Gentiles/nations.” Before explaining this deci-
sion, allow me to situate the translation of this phrase (πάντα τὰ ἔθνη) in the 
larger context of the study of Matthew’s Gospel. The issue is particularly related 
to how interpreters think about Jew and Gentile in the teaching of this Gospel.

It is possible to read a number of texts in Matthew and to conclude some-
thing like the following: at the end of chapter 23, Jesus has ended his mission to 
the Jews, and since his own people will reject and kill him, after he is raised from 
the dead, Jesus (and his church after him) will engage in making disciples only 
among the Gentiles.96 This view is, at times, common among redaction-critical 
scholars, who perceive Matthew’s Gospel (perhaps) primarily as a window into 
the life setting of the evangelist’s own community and how Matthew’s church 
was relating to non-Christian Jews in its own context. Luz illustrates how this 
question emerges when he focuses the matter like this:

96 Often cited in support of this view is the trilogy of parables in 21:23–22:14, as well as the cry 
of the people in 27:25.
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With reference to the mission to Israel that has played a central role in the 
history of the Matthean church, the question is: In Matthew’s view has the 
proclamation in Israel definitely failed, and is it now abandoned, or does it 
continue, alongside the mission to non-Jews that is now commanded by the 
risen Jesus? For our understanding of salvation history the alternatives are: 
Does Matthew represent a “theology of succession” according to which the 
church replaces Israel as the people of God or does he represent a universal-
izing idea similar to Eph 2:11–12 according to which Israel and the Gentiles 
who have become disciples together constitute the new people of God?97

On the other hand, texts such as the parables in 21:23–22:14 (especially 
the parable of the Wicked Tenants, 21:33–46) can be read primarily as indict-
ments against the leadership of the people, and in the commentary on those 
passages, I have argued for such a reading of those texts. Moreover, one should 
not over-read the texts that do indicate a judgment against “the people” as a 
whole. In context, for instance, the cry of “all the people” in 27:25, “[may] his 
blood [come] upon us and upon our children!” merely reflects the teaching that 
Jesus has already given against “this generation.”98 Even as Pilate fails to render 
himself innocent of Jesus’ blood by claiming his innocence (27:24), the peo-
ple’s words in 27:25 are similarly impotent and do not make the people more 
guilty. The phrases “this generation” and even “upon us and upon our children” 
(27:25) do not refer to ethnic Israel (or the Jews) in general or throughout all 
generations; they refer to the one generation alive in the ministry of Jesus (see 
23:35–36). In sum, Matthew’s Gospel most certainly does not teach that there 
will be an end to missionary outreach to ethnic Israel, that is, to Jewish people.

In rendering the crucial phrase in 28:19 as “all the Gentiles/nations,” then, I, 
in no way, mean to indicate that the worldwide mission that begins in 28:18–20 
excludes Jewish people. What I do want to convey is the contrast between Jesus, 
who is Israel, along with the Eleven, who constitute the core of Jesus’ people, 
Israel, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, the expanded target of the mis-
sionary baptizing and teaching. This is a new expansion, a new development. To 
be sure, it has been implied, even perhaps from the very first verse of Matthew’s 
story of Jesus (1:1).99 But the Gentiles have had only a limited place in Jesus’ 
ministry, and his calling has been to embody Israel even as he has been sent 
only to the lost sheep who constitute Israel’s house (15:24; cf. 10:5–6). Now, 
in “Galilee of the Gentiles” (4:15), Israel’s new people are being sent out—to 
the Gentiles, even as they continue their ministry to Israel’s lost sheep. Through 
the Son of Abraham (1:1), now the blessing of Abraham will go out so that, 

97 Luz, Matthew, 3:628–29. My impression is that even most redaction-critical interpreters of 
Matthew would understand “all the nations” in 28:19 as inclusive of ethnic Israel (or the Jews); 
see, for example, Turner, Israel’s Last Prophet, 201–3; Davies and Allison, Matthew, 3:684.

98 See further the commentary on 27:25. For “this generation,” see 11:16; 12:41–42, 45; 23:36; 
24:34; see also “generation” in 12:39; 16:4; 17:17.

99 For the universal dimension implied in “Son of Abraham” (1:1) and other references to 
Abraham in Matthew, see Konradt, Israel, Church, and the Gentiles, 265–68.
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in him, all the nations of the earth will be blessed (Gen 12:3; 18:18; 22:18; cf. 
Gen 26:4; 28:14).100 In this sense, then, as Israel stands with his Israel there 
on a mountain in Galilee of the Gentiles, Jesus’ universal commission can be 
heard as “go and make disciples of all, including the Gentiles.” God’s people 
in Christ, then, will seek to make disciples among all the peoples of the world.

100 Konradt, Israel, Church, and the Gentiles, 307, uses “universalism” to refer to the universal 
mission (not in the sense of “everyone will be saved” even apart from Christ):

Matthew does not present universalism and ministry to Israel as competing or even 
mutually exclusive options. On the contrary, they appear already in 1.1 as two dimen-
sions of salvation that Matthew sees as connected in the Old Testament history of 
promise—Matthean universalism is based in Israel, and conversely, for Matthew, Israel 
has been directed toward the nations since Abraham.
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