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The Great Commission in Trying Times      Pastor Amy Besola 
Matthew 28:16-20             January 30, 2022 
 
The context of today’s scripture encompasses the very essence of Christianity. 
Undoubtedly, these verses are familiar.  You have likely heard this passage before, 
probably heard many sermons preached about this.  Matthew 28.16-20 provides the 
narrative of the last recorded encounter of Jesus by his disciples.  These are the final 
words of Jesus which close the Gospel.  This passage is one of the most important 
passages in the entire New Testament.  Jesus did not say, "Look, if you are in the mood, 
if it works into your busy schedule, as a personal favor to Me, would you consider going 
into the world and making disciples?"  No.  In the original Greek this is a command.  That 
is why we call this the Great Commission and not the Great Suggestion.  
 
Another important point is that these words were not only given to the original eleven 
disciples.  The Great commission is NOT exclusively for pastors, evangelists, and 
missionaries.  They are for every follower of Jesus Christ.  If we are His disciples, then we 
are commanded to go and make disciples of others.  
 
We see in these final words of Matthew’s gospel our marching orders.  We are to take the 
good news to all nations, baptizing those who believe the good news, and teaching them 
“to obey everything that I have commanded you.” 
 
In the text just before today’s New Testament passage we are taken back to the events 
of Holy Week.  We remember Jesus’ arrest, the denials of their affiliation with him, Jesus’ 
trial, his crucifixion, his brutal death, and finally the empty tomb. Jesus’ resurrection was 
something unlike anything these disciples had ever experienced.  The events associated 
with Jesus’ arrest and death must have been deeply disturbing and gut wrenching.  In a 
matter of days, the disciples’ hopes and dreams for a glorious kingdom were dashed.  
 
The disciples had lost the one they loved and followed.  They had witnessed his horrific 
death, the rumble of the earthquake and the darkening of the sky.  Easter morning must 
have been very exciting.  Nothing in their faith tradition could have prepared them for 
Jesus’ empty grave or seeing him resurrected.  
 
Jesus gives them direction.  They are to return to Galilee - the place where it all began.  
Jesus gives the Great Commission to eleven disciples rather than twelve (which would 
represent the twelve tribes of Israel).  Frederick Dale Bruner says the number eleven 
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“limps” and I love that rendering because, really, it’s not just the number that limps, but 
the disciples themselves, who deserted Jesus, who fled, who denied him.  Galilee, it 
seems, would mark the new beginning of this next chapter.  
 
The trip to Galilee.  It is difficult to imagine what their journey was like, but it had to have 
been a memorable one.  It was a long, dusty, 90-mile trip.  I wonder what they talked 
about.  They must have had long conversations that focused upon making sense of what 
they had witnessed.  I am sure they must have pondered out loud and speculated about 
what would happen next.  
 
What awaited them in Galilee must have been the source of great excitement. Jesus 
would be returning to them and while they may not have known what he would say or 
what he would do, they must have been elated and filled with joyful anticipation.  They 
had lost everything in the catastrophic events that culminated with Jesus’ dying on the 
cross, but the great tragedy had resulted in a spectacular miracle.  
 
So, when they arrived at the hillside in Galilee, they must have been thrilled to see Jesus.  
There might have been some who were uncertain, and those that didn’t fully believe yet.  
And that is precisely what is  in verse 16 of chapter 28. “Now the eleven disciples went to 
Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them.” “And when they saw Him, 
they worshipped Him, but some doubted.”  Matt 28:17 
 
Now, I can think this is very understandable.  This is the first time they are encountering 
anything like this, that their Savior who died such a tragic, brutal death on a cross would 
be resurrected.  Naturally, some would have their doubts and so I think we should not 
read too much into it.  It's not that they are living in unbelief, but they struggle with some 
doubts.  Nevertheless, they came as what Jesus had told them to do. 
 
So, at this point, “Jesus came and said to them …”, these famous words which we call, 
"The Great Commission", today, "… All authority in heaven and on earth has been given 
to Me.  Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the Name of the 
Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have 
commanded you.  And behold, I'm with you always, to the end of the age.” Matt 28:18-
20 
 
Before Jesus ascended into heaven, He gave believers the greatest challenge ever given - 
to reach every man, woman, and child in the world with the good news of God's love and 
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forgiveness.  The Great Commission is about making disciples - it is not about having the 
best programs, the biggest offerings, the largest mission budget, the most up to date 
buildings, or programs, or services.  It’s not about having the best music or the greatest 
children’s programs.  As the savior of all humanity, Jesus commands His disciples to go 
into the world and to replicate ourselves.  We are called to make our neighbors, our 
acquaintances, and our friends into disciples of Jesus Christ. 
 
So, what does the Great Commission mean for God’s people today.  We must first and 
foremost make sure we do not relegate this to a "Great Suggestion", or the "Great 
Omission.  From that Galilean hillside, Jesus called on his followers to make disciples of 
and baptize all nations in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  The Great 
Commission instructs us to make disciples while we are going throughout the world.  The 
instructions to “go,” “baptize,” and “teach” are indirect commands - participles in the 
original. 
 
There are four commands of the Great Commission as found in Matthew 28:19-
20 and Mark 16:15-18.  In the Great Commission, Jesus commands us to: 

1.  Preach the gospel to all nations and people 
2. Work miracles in Jesus’ name to testify to the gospel 
3. Baptize new believers, and 
4. Disciple those who receive Christ. 

 
What does it mean to make disciples?  Jesus said, "Teach these new disciples to obey all 
the commands I have given you."  Simply put, it means that you demonstrate discipleship 
for them by the way that you live.  And of course, you verbally communicate God's Word.  
One example of a simple gesture that represents a great start is choosing kindness and 
patience-particularly when are natural inclination would be to be impatient or rude.  That 
might mean taking a moment, giving of oneself, maybe even putting our needs in the 
backseat.   
 
I want to challenge you today to become a disciple of Jesus Christ - not just a fair-weather 
follower or simply a churchgoing person.  This is about putting our faith into action and 
allowing the Lord to use us.  Each one of us has a role in building God’s Kingdom.  We are 
each called to listen to the Great Commission and to obey.  
 
Jesus said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.” [Matt 28:18]  So 
Jesus is using his ultimate authority - all authority has been given to him.  Again, this isn’t 
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an optional command.  We don’t really have a choice whether to obey or not.  This is not 
the great suggestion.  And we should not allow it to be the great omission.  Jesus speaks 
on behalf of the Father, saying, “All authority has been given to me.  Now, go and fulfill 
the Great Commission.” 
 
We have been given an assignment.  What is it that Jesus wants us to do?  What exactly 
does he tell us to do?  He says, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 
observe all that I have commanded you.” [Matt 28:19-20] 
 
In the original Greek, the essence of our assignment boils down to one simple sentence.  
There is only one central imperative or command and that is the phrase: “Go and make 
disciples.”  The Great Commission that Jesus gave to his church, to his people is very 
simple, that we are to make disciples.” 
 
So, what is a disciple?  First and foremost, it is a learner.  A disciple is a follower.  It’s like 
someone that is able to watch and learn what it means do life as a follower of Jesus Christ.  
 
So, we are called to read about and to see how Jesus lived his life.  We are to learn from 
him.  We are to follow his direction, to remember back to the acronym of my youth, 
WWJD.  Do you remember that?  It stood for What Would Jesus Do?  We are called to 
watch his life.  We are to learn from his example and to copy him.  To follow in his 
footsteps and to allow his leadership to shape and form our lives.  
 
And that's what Jesus is saying, “Your Great Commission, your mission, the command I 
leave to you is that you must help people follow Me well.  Make disciples of Myself.  Help 
them to learn of My values.  Help them to learn of My ways.  Help them to learn of My 
teachings.  Help them to follow My life, in My character, in My ministry, in My heart 
posture, in how I deny Myself, take up the cross in order to follow the Father's will.  Help 
them to be little Christ.” 
 
That's the Great Commission!  To make disciples.  And so, this is our priority.  We are to 
so invest and build and give to the lives of people so that Christ could be formed, could 
be seen in his peoples’ lives.  So that more and more will be more like Jesus. That's the 
Great Commission!   
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Jesus’ commands are not about building fancy buildings, or amassing fortunes, or making 
our organization a home for just the elite.  We are not a club but rather a hospital that 
cares for the walking wounded, those on the fringe and that feel they don’t belong.  The 
great commission isn’t about how wonderful our programs are, now yes, they can be part 
of a discipleship training program but it’s not just about filling every night of the week 
with training and equipping sessions.  It's not about our fellowship events or satisfying 
ourselves that simply because we have so many events, we must be a good church. 
 
If we are to make disciples, we need to recognize that we need to make ourselves 
available for the Lord’s leading.  We need to be willing to “go.”  Don't stay here.  Go. Jesus 
says, “Don't stay here.  Don't huddle here.  Go!  You are on a mission.  You are sent.”  And 
we are to go. 
 
The Church of Jesus Christ must not only gather on Sunday mornings.  The Church of Jesus 
Christ must not just celebrate the fact that we can fellowship and commune together in 
little groups.  The Church of Jesus Christ must remember to go.  Because we are not, we 
are called to be missionaries, not stationeries.  
 
We are called to be on mission, to go out of our comfort zone.  We are not to wait here, 
but we are to go.   
 
Jesus said that “His people are to be like the salt of the earth.”  You know, salt is only 
useful when it is spread out.  Salt is useless if it's all kept in a saltshaker.  In order to impact 
the world around us we must be willing to allow our saltiness to be dispersed amongst 
the greater society.  And the Church must not be a saltshaker, that we keep ourselves 
together.  But we go and we exert that Christian influence, and we go and share the Good 
News of Jesus Christ. 
 
Go and then you baptize.  Baptism is that outward declaration of someone who has 
repented and believed in Jesus.  So, when we hear Jesus saying, “Go, baptized.”  It means 
you must have shared the Gospel and help the person come to faith in Him, then you 
baptize him.  That's the ceremony.  That's the ordinance.  That kind of allows the man or 
the woman to officially declare, “I do believe in Jesus Christ, God's Son, who died and rose 
again to save me from all my sins.”  We see that baptism marks the washing away of signs 
and the outward sign of the inner conversion.  Not only are we called to share with those 
we encounter the Good News, but we are called to show them what it means to be alive 
in Christ so that they might believe and that they might be baptized. 
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To make disciples we must go.  We must baptize, and we must teach.  And along the way 
we must pray, we must model, we must encourage, and we must keep people 
accountable.  We must invest our lives in others, so that the information they have does 
not stay only as information, but it will be used by the Spirit to effect transformation.  
Because the Great Commission says, “Teaching them to observe, to obey.” 
 
The third point of this passage is that we have Jesus’ assurance.  We aren’t just being 
commanded.  We are promised.  The promise is, “Behold, I'm with you always, to the end 
of the age.” [Matt 18:20]  How amazing that God, Jesus Himself promises to be with us!  
For all times, Jesus promises to be with His church, with his people. 
 
Maybe you are feeling a little bereft today.  Maybe you have experienced 
disappointments, and you aren’t really sure that God with you.  Maybe you understand 
intellectually that you are a child of God but sometimes he feels distant. Maybe you are 
missing that joy you experienced when you first came to know Jesus as your personal 
savior.  I admit, there are times when I am more aware of the Lord’s presence than others.  
If you are maybe feeling a little cut off, a little isolated, and you are missing that spark, I 
invite you to pray perhaps the most dangerous prayer there is: Do you know what that 
prayer is?  Lord, use me.  
 
The safest place to be is in the center of God’s will.  If you aren’t feeling His presence like 
you once did.  If you aren’t feeling that your joy bucket is overflowing, if your prayers 
haven’t been answered yet…don’t dismay.  The Lord isn’t through yet.  He has a plan for 
each of his children.  I challenge each of you, just as I pray myself: Lord, use me.  Help me 
to find what God's work for me is.  
 
The greatest joy and the place of greatest safety for a believer in this lifetime is being in 
the center of God's will.  And that involves making disciples.  It may mean reaching out of 
our comfort zones and making room in our hearts to listen and to follow the Lord’s 
leading.  
 
So, I challenge each of you: take the Lord’s authority, let it embolden you.  Follow his 
leading.  Obey his commands.  And go confidently, knowing that God is going with you. 


