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Discipleship of the Church Matthew 28:16-20

Today’s message in our series on what it means to be a healthy church and how we put
that in our governing documents is on Discipleship, making disciples. This sermon is very
much connected with next week’s message on Evangelism, but | do think they each are
important enough and distinct enough to rate two separate sermons. But the ultimate
goal of Evangelism is Discipleship, and you cannot truly be a follower of Christ without
being a disciple, so they are inseparably connected. Our core passage of study today is
Matthew 28:16-20. Jesus has finished his ministry on earth. He spent three years
teaching and preaching and specifically training 12 men, disciples who went with him
throughout his journeys. One of them, Judas, betrayed him, and sent him to his death.
Although, we know that Jesus went willingly to this death on the cross that was the
focal point of his coming to earth in the first place. But of course, he did not stay dead.
He rose from the dead, conquering death, in order to provide salvation for all who follow
Christ. Then the book of Acts tells us that he spent 40 days again with these disciples
as well as others. At the end of those 40 days, he gathered these remaining 11 disciples
together one last time and gave them what we call the Great Commission. Normally, we
think of this Great Commission in terms of evangelism...and it is about that. But when we
really look at it, it is not just about sharing the good news of the gospel, at least not here in
Matthew, but in what sharing the good news of the gospel will accomplish, which is the
making of disciples.

So, let’s read this passage from Matthew 28:16-20 and then talk about what it means to
“make disciples.” 16 Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which
Jesus had directed them. 17 And when they saw him they worshiped him, but some
doubted. 18 And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has
been given to me. 19 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, 20 teaching them to
observe all that | have commanded you. And behold, | am with you always, to the end of
the age.” The primary message | want us to get regarding discipleship is that Jesus is
central. Making disciples and being a disciple is about Jesus. It’s not about church
programs or titles such as Pastor or Deacon or Sunday School teacher. It is about
Jesus Christ from beginning to end.

Our call to discipleship starts with an example of what discipleship looks like. To provide
a simple definition based on those that the Bible calls, “disciples,” discipleship is
following Christ. Verse 16 tells us who the first people were to receive this command to
“make disciples.” They were the 11 men who had spent the last 3 years following Jesus
around the Judean countryside. They had left jobs, perhaps family, and hometowns in
order to follow Jesus. They had witnhessed perhaps hundreds of miracles. They had likely
heard him preach similar messages to the Sermon on the Mount hundreds of times. They
had asked him question after question because they didn’t always understand what he
was teaching, and Jesus patiently explained to them usually more than once, the ways of
God and the kingdom of God to them. They ate together, slept together, prayed
together, and fell asleep while he prayed. They were caught in storms where they
thought they would lose their lives, and watched their master, Jesus, tell the winds and
waves to stop and be calm. They followed him to an upper room, where he broke some
bread and drank some wine with them and told them that these elements represented
the death he would die for them not 24 hours later. They all then ran away from him as
he was arrested, but later it seems followed him to Golgotha’s hill, where at least some
of them saw Jesus have nails driven into his hands and feet and raised up on a cross
and declare to them and to the world, “It is finished,” and die. Of course, that wasn’t the



end, because 3 days later as they were grieving his death, word came he was missing
and eventually, the risen Jesus Christ saw each of them again. Now, he is asking them to
meet with him for one last time at what many believe to be the Mount of Olives. These
men are truly disciples. They know Jesus well.

And | want you to notice in verse 17 what two things these disciples do. 17 And when
they saw him they worshiped him, but some doubted. So, one, they worshipped Jesus.
This is what comes of being a disciple. We truly worship Jesus, because we know who
he is. We know his power. We know his love. We know his compassion. Truly being a
disciple is not just knowing about Jesus. It’s not just singing songs about Jesus or being
able to spout off doctrinal truth about his existence like he is fully human and fully God.
But it is actually knowing him like the disciples did. And when we know him in that way,
we will not be able to help but to worship him. But, notice that wasn’t all that they did.
Some of these disciples who were truly worshipping him, were also doubting. They had
seen it all. They had now experienced Christ’s resurrection and were with him in that
moment, and still mixed with faith, there was doubt. There is no doubt these were true
disciples. They were worshipping along with the others, but clearly to be a disciple never
means perfection. The closest followers of Christ will still experience times of doubt.

So, it’s a good thing that this business of making disciples is all about Christ, and it is
not done by our own power or authority. Look at verse 18. Jesus begins talking and
says, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.” It’s so important that
Jesus says this before giving what we call the great commission telling us to “make
disciples.” It’s so easy to begin at verse 19, and see the mission and take that on, but
do it in our own strength. That may result in making disciples of us, but not disciples of
Christ. Christ is the power for making disciples! This mission call to make disciples
would be overwhelmingly depressing many times if we could not look at verse 18 and
know that it is Christ’s authority and Christ’s power that forms a disciple and not our
own. There is great strength and comfort and courage in this truth, because Jesus has
spent much of his early ministry telling these disciples that they will be rejected by most
people they share the message of Christ with. In John 15:18-21, Jesus says in part,
18“If the world hates you, know that it has hated me before it hated you. ... (V.19) If
they persecuted me, they will also persecute you. If they kept my word, they will also
keep yours. 21But all these things they will do to you on account of my name, because
they do not know him who sent me. And in Matthew 7:13-14, he says, 13 “Enter by the
narrow gate. For the gate is wide and the way is easy that leads to destruction, and
those who enter by it are many. 14 For the gate is narrow and the way is hard that
leads to life, and those who find it are few. Few will actually become disciples of Jesus
Christ. Next week we will talk about this idea from a different perspective of missions
and evangelism. As a way of evangelism, we will hold activities like VBS and pray over it
and prepare for it, and maybe we do not see families come to Christ like we want.
Perhaps we share the gospel, we share Christ with our friend or our spouse or our son
or our daughter again praying that they will accept and follow Christ and become a
disciple, and it doesn’t happen at that time. It’s easy to get discouraged by that to even
give up because making disciples is hard. It’s easy to get discouraged when we see a
Christian who struggles with sin and instead of being more like Christ even though we
try to help them and pray with them and for them, it seems like they never change. We
may be tempted to just give up on them. But coming back to this truth, that Christ is
the power for making disciples, we find hope when we don’t see the outcome we
desire.



But there is another truth in this, that we need Christ. We have already defined
discipleship as “following Christ” in all areas of our life. Therefore, discipleship is not a
program or a book or a set of classes that if we do these, then we become a disciple. It
is a lifetime of growing in our knowledge and love and service to our Lord. So, we can’t
do this on our own, we need Christ! When we don’t see the growth in the Christians that
we want to see, the answer is not another ministry or program, it is prayer. Christ is the
power in disciple-making, so we must turn to him in prayer that he will change lives
through our efforts and that those we are trying to reach with the gospel or teach in the
ways of Christ will be changed by him...not us. This is no different than anything else we
are called to do as Christians. Everything we do, we can only truly do through Jesus
Christ. He is our authority for doing everything that is his will that we do, and he is our
strength for doing that. So, Philippians 4:13 says, | can do all things through HIM who
strengthens me. That him is Jesus Christ. Folks the gospel is not a message of come to
Christ only based on his grace, but then work through your own strength to please him.
The gospel is that that we are incapable of doing anything to save ourselves or please
God apart from the grace given to us through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. And that
includes this command to make disciples!

And that is where Jesus does finally turn his attention after drawing our attention to the
original disciples, and the strength for making disciples. He tells us that we are
supposed to be disciple makers. He says in verse 19, Go therefore and make disciples of
all nations... This ties in directly with Missions that we will talk about next week. Our call
is not to make converts to Christ or to get people to say a prayer. Our call, our mission,
the great commission is to make disciples. There are two false ideas that many times get
confused for the gospel. One is religion, the other is irreligion or legalism and
antinomianism, to use theological terms. Religion or legalism says believe in Jesus then
follow this rule, and this rule...do this and this and this. It turns into relying on our own
ability to maintain holiness rather than God’s grace extended to us through Jesus Christ.
That is not the gospel, and it is not what we are called to help people do. We are not
simply trying to make moral people. In fact, without the gospel, there is no hope of
holiness or true morality any way. We are completely trapped in the reality of our sin,
with no ability to truly do good and glorify God. The second false way to make disciples
is irreligion or antinomianism. This says that we just want you to accept Christ and then
nothing has to change. You can do or live however you want, because you are saved and
on your way to Heaven. This also is not the gospel, and this also does not produce
disciples. To become a follower of Christ, a disciple of Christ, we are not presenting a
list of rules or simply an escape card from hell. We are pointing people to see the truth
that we are created beings responsible to a holy God, but are separated from him by our
sin. And the only way to be reconciled to our Creator is through the death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ, whose sacrifice paid the penalty for our sin. Romans 5:10
tells us this 10 For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of
his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life. We are
not saved by rules and we are not saved to sinful indulgence. We are saved through
Jesus Christ into a life of discipleship of following him for the rest of our lives here on
earth.

How are we supposed to know if someone is truly becoming a disciple? We see the fruit
of truly following Christ. The first step of that obedience of being a disciple and follower
is to obey him in the act of being baptized. So, verse 19 continues, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit... Baptism doesn’t save you.
But it does show that you are committed to being a disciple, to being one who has in



your heart already committed your life to Jesus Christ by accepting him as your Lord
and Savior. By doing that you have answered God’s call to salvation and therefore
discipleship, because the two are inseparably connected. And when that happens then
you should be baptized to show that you are following Christ.

But how will anyone get to that point? We already pointed out that Christ is the power
and authority behind making disciples, but then he commands us to actually go make
disciples. We will know that happens when we see people follow Christ and be obedient
in baptism. But how do we actually do that? Verse 20 says, teaching them to observe all
that | have commanded you. If we think of the Great Commission as a command to share
the gospel, and by God’s grace see people respond and get baptized, then it becomes
easy to say we have accomplished the task at baptism. But that’s not what we are
commanded to do. We are commanded to make disciples, and while baptism is a key
step in that process that shows that heart of a disciple, that is the beginning not the
end point of discipleship. Discipleship is a continuous process. The disciples spent three
years being taught by Jesus. And his teachings helped them to apply the gospel they
came to understand to their lives, as they came to know him better and better. That is
what discipleship is. We respond in faith to Jesus Christ, and real faith results in a
desire to know him more and more. The more we spend time getting to know him
through the studying, and the teaching of God’s Word, the more our lives as a child of
God resemble our brother, Jesus Christ. That is what everything in our church should be
helping people to do on a weekly basis - look like Jesus, be more Christlike, know him
more and follow him more closely. So, we offer Sunday School, to tie it into our
Constitution and membership covenant, we hold people to meaningful church
membership where attendance and participation is important, because we know that the
Body of Christ is how God works to encourage each other in our growth to
Christlikeness. We ground everything we do on the Word of God for the glory of God,
because it is only through the Word of God that we know Jesus more, and come to truly
worship God through a life lived as a disciple of Jesus Christ. Making disciples is the job
for each one of us. It’s not just the Elder’s job or the Deacon’s job or the Sunday School
Teacher’s job, it is every Christian’s responsibility to be growing as a disciple and
helping others to grow as disciples. Those 11 men who were rough fishermen, tax
collectors, even a possible political insurgent, turned the world upside down with the
message of the gospel, because they were disciples of our Lord Jesus Christ. How are
you growing as a disciple? Are you in God’s Word on a regular basis? Perhaps one of
our Bible study classes could help you understand and apply God’s Word, and by that
get to know Christ better. Are you making disciples of others? Telling them the good
news of the gospel of Jesus Christ, and then encouraging and helping them know Christ
better through the Word of God? Don’t be discouraged in this process. Christ is the
authority and power doing the work of changing us through the Holy Spirit, and as Jesus
promises at the very end to his disciples and us, | am with you always, to the end of the
age. He was making disciples through those 11 men in the first century, and he is
making disciples now through his disciples at YIBC. May we be faithful to follow that
command and be about the business of making disciples. Let’s pray.



