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“HIS MISSION—OUR MISSION: 

 BEING PASSIONATE ABOUT 

THE GREAT COMMISSION OF JESUS CHRIST”

Matthew 28:16-20

“So send I you to labor unrewarded,

To serve unpaid, unloved, unsought, unknown,

To bear rebuke, to suffer scorn and scoffing,

So send I you to toil for Me alone. . . .

So send I you to leave your life’s ambition,

To die to dear desire, self-will resign,

To labor long and love where me revile you,

So send I you to lose your life in Mine.”

(E. Margaret Clarkson)

“Passion is empowering.  You may bludgeon it, suppress it, squash I, or lose sight of it, but it is a given, a constant.  Your passion is ready and willing to provide all the stamina and inspiration that you need” (Richard Chang).

“Well, I am a little bit confused.  Our lesson title is about the Great Commission, right?  Why, then, are you giving us a quote about passion?”  Good question!  We remember the words of the Great Commission as we are all called to “go.”  We know these words; many of us can quote them from memory.  However, that knowledge has not translated itself into action.  For all practical purposes and certainly from all appearances, many who call themselves Christians have failed to comply with the call!  And, sadder still, not many more of us are really that concerned with relation to the noncompliance.  Have you stopped to think that more than 2.1 billion people in our world are not Christians?  “Well,” you might say, “that’s the world; tell me about the United States.”  Good question!  Statistics indicate that more than 50% of the people in the United States do not have any relationship with a local church (the percentage actually being much higher in our county).  Have we lost our passion in living out the Great Commission of Jesus Christ?  Daniel Vestal writes, “It’s time for Christians to recover their passion for the Great Commission of Jesus Christ.”

What, though, is passion?  How are we to understand the meaning of this word?  Three specific definitions will help you in your journey toward understanding the meaning of the word “passion.”  

1. Passion is the God-given desire that compels us to make a difference in a particular ministry.

2. Passion is the powerful underlying emotion that energizes and drives us.  It is what “fires us up, and gets us motivated to action.”  It is that spark that ignites us and motivates us to action.  It is the very heartbeat of who we are that stimulates what we do.  When you get to a topic that is close to your passion, you begin to talk a little faster, get a little more animated, and you just come alive!

3. Passion is personal intensity.  “If you have passion for something, it strikes a chord in you.  It heightens your awareness, engages your attention, and kindles excitement” (Richard Chang).

It does not take one long to look at scripture to see how passion drove the lives of so many of our Bible heroes.  Caleb, Joshua, Nehemiah, Jeremiah, Peter, and John are just a few who were passionate about fulfilling the calling of God in their lives.  Two thousand years ago, Paul recounted in Acts 20:24, “However, I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the task the Lord Jesus has given me—the task of testifying to the gospel of God's grace.”  Paul wrote that he was passionate about preaching (he was compelled to preach) the gospel.  His sole reason for getting up every morning was not to fulfill some purpose of his own but to fulfill the greater calling that was his to proclaim the gospel message of Jesus Christ.  Philip Yancey wrote these powerful words, “The giants of the faith all had one thing in common:  neither victory nor success, but passion.”

Listed below are a number of scripture passages that speak directly about the matter of passion.  Read each passage.  Do you see an overarching theme that flows throughout the verses?  How do these verses influence who you are and what you do with relation to your calling from Jesus Christ?

· Psalm 37:4:  “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart.”

· Revelation 17:17:  “For God has put it in their hearts to accomplish His purpose…”

· Matthew 12:34:  “For out of the overflow of the heart the mouth speaks.”

· Proverbs 4:23:  “Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life.”

· Ephesians 6:6:  “Obey them not only to win their favor when their eye is on you, but like slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from the heart.”

· 1 Samuel 12:20:  “Do not be afraid,” Samuel replied.  “You have done all this evil; yet do not turn away from the Lord, but serve the Lord with all your heart.”

· Matthew 6:21:  “For where your treasure is, there your heart will also be.”

· Romans 8:27:  “And He who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God’s will.”
Where does passion come from?  Just as the Holy Spirit endows us with our spiritual giftedness, it is also the Holy Spirit that inspires and ignites (and, of course, plants) passion in our hearts for someone, something, or some ministry.  Our responsibility is to discover (or to reclaim and/or rediscover) that passion in our lives.  Thus, the question is a simple one:  Do you have a passion for fulfilling the Great Commission of Jesus Christ?  

This question brings us naturally to our scripture passage for this week. We have studied, we have read, we have preached, and we have listened to the words that have come to be known as the Great Commission.  Missional churches must take this mandate with great seriousness.  “As one pastor said with a laugh, `It’s not called the Great Suggestion’.”  In reality, what this passage will teach us is that when we cease to be missional in our focus, we cease to be the church that God has called us to be.  This familiar passage is found in Matthew 28-16-20:
16Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told them to go. 17When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. 18Then Jesus came to them and said, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age."

The scope of this text is enormous!  All of the gospel writers, with the exception of Mark, include a Great Commission.  As has already been said, the lives of many of the great New Testament characters such as Peter, Paul, Timothy, James, and John exemplify the words of the Great Commission.  Therefore, in our text today, though we look at the words of Jesus from Matthew's account, we are studying the sense of the New Testament.  The setting of the text is critically important.  Often we study a passage of scripture without getting a sense of its setting.  When we read these verses, we see that the eleven disciples had been directed to a particular mountain in Galilee.  The apostles did as they were told and gathered at that mountain near Galilee.  When they saw Jesus there, they worshipped Him, but some doubted.  Who were these that doubted?  The reference could have been to the eleven, or it could refer to the enlarged group of "disciples" that followed Jesus who had not yet seen the risen Lord.  The identity of the group though is not the most significant point in the verse.  The significance comes in the word doubt.   A few points of explanation might be helpful to you now with relation to interpretation and application.  First, doubt is not inconsistent with worship.  We can and we must worship Christ even in the midst of our doubts.  We must not wait until our lives are free of questions and doubt before we worship Him.  Second, their doubt was not their ultimate response to Christ!  Eventually, they would grow in their understanding, acceptance, and application of the message.  Their process of growth would carry the gospel throughout the world.  Doubt here refers more to hesitation than to unbelief.

The next focal word is power (authority), and the expanded attribute of that power that comes with the word all.  Power is from the Greek exousia (ex means out of; ousia means being).  The word is also translated “authority.”  When we read this verse (“All authority [power] in heaven and on earth has been given to me.”), the word “all” is without the definite article; therefore, every single part of authority in both heaven and earth, the entire universe, was His.  The battle had been won!  The authority of the Church is not in doubt.  It is Jesus, the Risen Lord, the conqueror of death and the grave, who has been given this power and authority.

We now move to the words "Go ye therefore."  The implication in the text involves the way these persons would live in the future.  When Jesus spoke these words, He expected their growing faith to influence the people they would meet.  This would be a natural outgrowth of their faith.  The disciples, because of their relationship with Christ, would therefore want to share their experiences because of the change that He had made in them. The word “Go” appears as an imperative or a command, but it is actually a participle—translated “going, as you go, since you are going.”  The thought was never entertained that the disciples would not go to share their “Christ” experiences with others.  This is a critical point for recapturing the passion that we must have to be Great Commission Christians.  The thought must never enter our mind that this is an optional call to service.  It is a mandate!  We are directed to go!

The main verb in the Great Commission is "teach (make disciples)."  That is the primary business of the church.  We will look further at how one makes disciples in just a moment.  First, we examine the scope of the call.  We are to make disciples of all nations.  It is very important to examine the theology that is included in this verse.  We have a tendency to be a very “place-minded people” when we come to this verse.  Ta ethna combined with the word panta (all) goes beyond place.  It refers to the "peoples" of every nation.  We must remember here that our going is to persons--it is mission.  It is helping people with their lives and destinies in the name of Christ.  It is evangelism--helping them to discover God in their lives.  It is a sacrament--we are sent by God, and that which we have been given is a sacred trust.  Therefore, we minister with, not to persons.  We go to individuals, not some impersonal city, or country, or simply "unchurched" grouping.  It is a joyful invitation to go to the peoples; it is a sacred trust!

How though does one make disciples?  The way we make disciples is to baptize them and to teach them.  These two words are also participles.  Cecil Sherman writes with relation to this idea, “To baptize one in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit means to baptize them into the possession of the Godhead, and to establish a vital union between God and the believer.”  When we are baptized we literally become the possession of Christ.  "Making disciples" also involves "teaching them to observe (obey) everything I have commanded."  Lucien Coleman is helpful here in suggesting that the text suggests three important ideas.  First, the Great Commission obligates us to take teaching as seriously as we do preaching and baptizing.  Second, the teachings of Jesus, as set forth in the gospels and other New Testament writings, should be the basic curriculum of the church's teaching ministry.  Third, Christian teaching is more than the transmission of words; Bible study has not been brought to completion until learners actually observe (live out, guard, and pass on to others—this is a continuing process) the teachings of Jesus.  The key comes in our obedience to the call to be on mission.

The Great Commission is closed with the promise of His presence always. The Greek reads, “every single one of the days”--good and bad days, days of joy and sorrow, days of victory and defeat—“until the end [or goal] of the age." 

Thus, to this point in our lesson, we might summarize with the following.

1. Doubt must never prohibit us from the true calling that is ours to be missional Christians.  Even when our understanding is clouded and we cannot fully see the trail in front of us, we must step forward in faith.

2. We have at our disposal the total and complete power and authority of Jesus Christ as we walk the missional journey.

3. The call to be missional is not optional.  The word is to “go,” and as we go in His name and through His power, all things become possible.

4. This is more than a “place” calling.  The call is ta ethna, or to the peoples of the various places in the world.  It is a one to one, person-to-person calling that is ours.  We need to go to the peoples!

5. As we go to the peoples, we teach them.  Dr. David Hughes, Pastor of First Baptist Church of Winston-Salem, NC, makes this salient point:  “Only disciples of Jesus make disciples of Jesus.  And here is the hard truth:  churches are failing at the Great Commission because they have more church members than disciples of Jesus.”  In other words, “Too often we play church rather than growing into salvation.”  This behooves us to take seriously the call to spiritual formation.  But, what is it that we teach them?  For many years I have studied the meaning of that which we should teach others.  The passage says that we are to teach them everything that Jesus commanded us to do.  Sounds like a monumental task, doesn’t it?  But in reality, I have boiled it down to a simple point.  When Jesus was asked what the greatest commandment was, He did not hesitate to answer the question.  He said, “You are to love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind; and the second command is like this:  You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  What are we to teach them?  We are to teach them the essence and the importance of love.  Love is the force that sparks our passion to be Great Commission Christians—love for God, love for Jesus Christ, and our love for all humanity.  The more love we have, the more passionate we become.  Love is indeed the heart of evangelism.

6. And, finally, as we go and love people, His presence will be with us always.

What a marvelous calling is ours in this Great Commission!  Many of you were perhaps surprised to read the following words from Dr. Vestal, but in reality they ring true.  Dr. Vestal writes, “I am convinced that the culture of revival evangelism, Sunday School evangelism, weekly visitation evangelism, door-to-door evangelism, and program based evangelism is past.  It’s not that these methods can’t still be used, but they fit a different time than today.  They were born in a different context than today’s congregational context.”  We know that most people today will not be reached for Christ by total strangers.  Therefore, we must come to see that these people, if they are to be reached, will most probably be reached by one of their friends who care enough about them to share the love of Christ with them.  Thus, the call comes to us to move beyond that tight circle of friends that we feel most comfortable with and begin to move into new arenas of life.  Meet the unchurched; find the unloved; touch the unlovely and unlovable.  Involve yourselves in hands-on ministry that meets and touches the needs of those who are hurting and crying out for help.  Get to know those whose skin color and ethnic heritage does not match your own.  The call is ta ethna—go to the peoples!  Whatever it takes, be willing to go that second mile.  Be bridge builders for the gospel.  Share that love with excitement and enthusiasm.  

Dr. Vestal encourages us to consider seven very practical thoughts on how each of us can be more effective in evangelism.  Please consider each of these as you seek to understand more clearly the call of the Great Commission.

1. Nurture your own relationship to Jesus.

2. Form spiritual friendships (remembering to move outside your “comfort zone”).

3. Practice hospitality.

4. Become involved in at least on “hands-on” ministry that addresses a social or human need.

5. Get to know at least one person of a different color, culture, or class than yourself.

6. Respond to the inner urging of the Spirit.

7. Don’t be ashamed of your story.

Please prayerfully consider each of these suggestions.

Dr. David Hughes closed his sermon on this topic with the following story that calls each of us to pause for reflection.  “This week I noticed two young men wearing white shirts and black ties riding on bicycles in the pouring rain.  I’m guessing they were Mormons taking their turn in visiting people to convert them to their religion.  I am no fan of the Mormon faith.  But I admire the Mormons’ passion, and I can’t help but wonder how many of us would be willing to ride a bicycle in the rain for Christianity” (bold mine).  It is an interesting thought!

Postscript:  In my  preparation for this lesson I found this interesting data.  Though I could not find a “good” place to include it in the lesson, I wanted to share it with you.  “The success of any organization is directly proportional to the relevancy of its mission and its ability to remain focused to that mission.  We are at a crossroad in the life of our church—as  a denomination and as a local entity.

· 97% of the world has heard of Coca-Cola

· 74% of the world has seen a can of Coca-Cola

· 51% of the world has tasted Coca-Cola

· Coca-Cola has been around for less than 100 years

If God had given the task of world evangelization to the Coca-Cola company, it would probably be done by now.”  An interesting perspective indeed!

PAGE  
24

