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Matthew 28:16-20
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.  

__________________________

The movie industry loves to do sequels, doesn’t it?  You hook an audience with a particular kind of movie, they love it, and so you shoot a sequel, a movie that begins where the first one left off, and you hope you snag another large audience.

They have even occasionally flirted with prequels…remember that with the Star Wars series?  You first do episodes 4, 5, & 6 – the sequel – and then years later you come out with episodes 1, 2, & 3 – the prequel.

That’s kind of the way it is with the Christian story, too:  you and I, we know the sequel before we know the prequel.  The sequel is all around us.  There are Christians everywhere, some of them worshiping in grand cathedrals that take your breath away….as well as Christians – some whom we know pretty well! – who worshipped in a middle school cafeteria for 7 years!  Everywhere in the world, somebody is reading the Bible and worshiping God and learning about Jesus.  That’s the sequel.

So what’s the prequel?  Our Gospel text today is the prequel.  Because of Jesus’ Great Commission back on that mountaintop 2,000 years ago….because of that, this church, Lord of the Hills Church, happened.  Jesus said to his disciples, Go therefore and make disciples of all nations…  And they did!  And eventually, 2,000 years later, this church – our church – happened.

Gospel texts don’t get much briefer than this one, do they?  But jam-packed into these five brief verses is one heck of a Great Commission.  Jesus’ last words to his disciples here actually have a sandwich structure:

· The top piece of bread on the sandwich.  Jesus begins by saying, All authority has been given to me.  In other words:  I, Jesus, am in complete charge around here!  
· Then comes the meat, the insides of the sandwich:  the commands, the commissioning:  Go therefore …make disciples…baptize…and teach.  In other words:  Get going…do it!
· And then the bottom piece of bread; like the top piece, this one too is about Jesus.  His promise and assurance:  I am with you always, to the end of the age.  In other words:  I, Jesus, will support you as you do this stuff.
Do you see what that means?  We are surrounded by Jesus!  Jesus’ authority….our task….Jesus presence.  Jesus’ grace precedes, accompanies, and follows our obedience.  We’re covered….supported….surrounded...

.sandwiched!...by Jesus!

It’s somewhat hard to see in the English translation, but here’s something that pops out at you in the original Greek:  the repeated use of the adjective …..all!
· All authority has been given to me.
· Go, make disciples of all nations.
· Teaching them to observe all that I have commanded them.
· I will be with you all the days.
· There’s even a fifth implicit all:  baptize them into the name of all of God:  Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

What a beautiful way for Matthew to end his Gospel, wouldn’t you agree?  No wonder this is called the Great Commission!

All these all’s.  Do you think it includes us?  Oh, I can guarantee that it includes us!  You get it especially in Jesus’ promise, his assurance, at the end:  And remember, I am with you all the days, even to the end of the age.  Jesus’ presence starts right now with those eleven disciples:  it’s a present tense verb – I am with you – but notice the always as well….even to the end of the age.  How can we not be in there?  We live between the first century A.D. and the end of the age, don’t we?  This is a commission, this is a command, for us, for you and me.

Do you feel up to it?  Go, therefore, you people of Lord of the Hills Church, 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 obey everything that I have commanded you.  Do you feel up to it?!? 
Well, I can’t imagine that even the original eleven disciples felt up to it.  Just that designation eleven reminds us, doesn’t it, that this is a defective, impaired church that Jesus is sending out.  The missing one, the twelfth one, Judas, had betrayed his Lord.  The other eleven had all deserted him, run away; Peter had denied him.  This is a broken and sinful group that Jesus is sending out.  Just like you and me!
“Oh,” you object, “but look how strong their faith must have been!  They were witnesses to the Resurrection!  They knew Jesus had died on the cross and now they saw him standing before them alive.”

How strong their faith must have been!?!  That’s not what Matthew tells us:  When [the eleven] saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted.  They worshiped and doubted at the same time!  By reporting worship and doubt in the same sentence, Matthew tells us that the structure of Christian faith is bipolar:  disciples live their lives between worship and doubt.

All disciples experience this bipolarity….all of us do.  Christians are both believers and doubters, adoring and wondering, trusting and questioning.  Doubt is not the opposite of faith, people; it is part of faith.

So….for those of us who move back and forth between doubt and faith, how might we be able to move closer to faith?  Just do what Jesus says.  Don’t worry about it; just follow his command, just be a part of his Great Commission.  Instead of asking yourself whether you believe or not, just ask yourself whether you have this day done one thing because He said, “Do it.”  It is simply absurd to say you believe, or even want to believe in Jesus, if you do not do anything he tells you.
Do you remember Albert Schweitzer’s beautiful answer to that woman who asked him why he gave up such an illustrious career as a theologian and organist?  Why did he go to Africa to start a medical mission deep in the jungle of the Belgian Congo?  Because my master told me to!

Soren Kierkegaard, the Danish Lutheran pastor/theologian, said, Christ continually declares that we must do what he says – then we will know that it is truth!

Is this the scary part for you? – the command to make disciples?  How can I make anybody to be a disciple?

The problem there is with the English words, not the Greek word.  You and I don’t make anything!  The Greek word is one word, a verb:  to disciple.  It means to bring someone to school, to educate.  Or maybe a more modern equivalent would be:  to mentor, to apprentice.

It does not mean to convert someone, to win someone.  That’s not our job, that’s God’s job!  Our job is just to tell the story, just to be the witness.  We disciple people in the same way that Jesus did.  He loved them, he blessed them, he helped them.  And some of them didn’t respond; some of them did not care.  But he didn’t get huffy and mad; nor should we.

It certainly does not mean to force someone to faith.  There have been times and places when and where people have been emotionally coerced or socially coerced or even militantly coerced into following Jesus.  I think of that poor Jewish couple in Germany back in the 19th century, living among a bunch of Protestant Christian neighbors.  They couldn’t find work as much as they tried.  “We’re qualified, we’re clerks, we can work for the court, we can work for a business, we have our credentials.”

Why couldn’t they find work?  Because they were not members of the church.  They were Jewish.  And so the couple, to avoid starving to death, submitted to the baptism of the local church.  But they had a son, Karl – Karl Marx – who was so incensed that the church would do that, that he became a huge enemy of all that we love – all because somebody misunderstood what it means to “make disciples.”

No, you don’t force someone, but you do witness, you do tell the story.  And you tell the story to everyone.  All nations includes everyone.  Leslie Newbigin, that wonderful missionary bishop in South India, said that if the church forgets this task, it forfeits the right to the title catholic.
Catholic means universal.  This story that we have been entrusted with is a story for everyone.  The Christian faith is universal.  The problem is, you get a lot of embarrassment in the church today over the issue.  A lot of embarrassment about the missionary movement in the 19th century to take Christ to the nations.  A lot of these embarrassed Christians think that it is a matter of humility.  “Oh, we can’t presume that our truth is for everyone.  Rather, everyone has his or her own truth.”

I don’t think it’s a matter of humility, folks.  I think it’s evidence of a shift in belief.  Christians in the West today are less ready to affirm the uniqueness and the centrality of Jesus Christ as universal Lord and Savior.  But the Christian mission is not, as some have said, “to make Buddhists better Buddhists.”  The Christian mission is, without apology, to connect persons with Jesus Christ.

As Leslis Newbigin said:

As a human race we are on a journey and we need to know the road.  It is not true that all roads lead to the top of the same mountain.  There are roads which lead over the precipice.  In Christ we have been shown the road.  We cannot treat that knowledge as a private matter for ourselves.  [The Gospel in a Pluralist Society, p. 183]

Today, of course, is Trinity Sunday.  And so we know why this Gospel passage was selected to be read, don’t we?  Because of its reference to the Trinity:  baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

It’s one name….but three persons.  It’s the name of our God:  Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  That phrase, in the name of, comes from the world of banking:  kind of like, deposit to the account of or into the possession of.  In other words, it means, attaching us to God.

The doctrine of the Trinity proclaims loudly and clearly that within God Himself, during all of eternity – even before the creation of this world and us human beings – during all of eternity there is this loving relationship of Father to Son, and Son to Father, the Holy Spirit itself being this relationship of love.

In other words, relating and loving are part and parcel of God’s own being and life!  Relation is the way God is!  Loving is the way God is!  The love which flowed constantly back and forth between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, was so strong, so powerful, that it overflowed out of God Himself and into the very creation which He had made!

In other words….the very promise that Jesus makes here – I am with you always, to the end of the age – that withing – that withing comes out of the very nature of God whose very Being is withing.

And you know what that withing means, don’t you?  It mans, we will make it.  By God, we will make it!
