Why Am I Here? #31

“The Commission of the Christian”

selected Scriptures

We’ve all known someone who is “on a mission.” There is a look in their eyes, an expression on their face, a determination in their step. They are focused, firm, and you don’t want to get in their way! They may not make a lot of friends along the way, but they are known as those who get things done.
Are you on a mission? 

If you are a believer in Jesus Christ, if you call yourself a Christian, you ought to be on a mission. Truth is, we have all been commissioned by our Commanding Officer as members of the army of God. We have been given a task to accomplish, a task that could be no more enormous, essential, or eternally rewarding.

As we begin to wrap up our series of messages asking, “Why am I here?” we have come to the final purpose in our lives: our mission. During these next few weeks we will see the mission for the church as well as the mission for each individual Christian.

I grew up in a church that emphasized foreign missions. (The Christian & Missionary Alliance used to say, “Our middle name is ‘Missionary’!”) Every year we would have missionaries home on furlough come from faraway lands reporting on the work to bring the Gospel to those who had never heard. We often had international dinners featuring the foods of the nations represented by the missionaries.

But if there was one down side to this emphasis on foreign missions, it was that we tended to equate the word “mission” only with those who went to distant countries whose cultures were vastly different than our own. If you weren’t a foreign missionary, then you weren’t a man (or woman) on a mission. 

Now I am not trying to diminish the work of our foreign missionaries. They have been called to an important task, and we will focus specifically on how we all can be “world-class Christians” in a later message. Yet the mission of the church encompasses more than going across the seas to share Christ. Sometimes it means going across the street. 

So, then, in this morning’s message I am purposely using the word “commission” so as not to suggest only foreign missions. Our commission is for every Christian.

The Character of Our Commission

Let’s begin by considering the character of our commission. We often speak of “The Great Commission,” and most Christians immediately think of Matthew 28:18-20. In fact, Jesus gave this commission on five different occasions, in five different ways, and these are recorded in five different books in the Bible. It is as if he was saying, “I really want you to get this!” By studying these five commissions of Jesus we will learn the details of our mission on earth.
  


G. Campbell Morgan writes in his book, The Missionary Manifesto:
The complete manifesto of missionary enterprise is not contained in any one Gospel. If we would know what the missionary responsibility of the Church really is, it is not enough to read what Matthew has written. We must also read what Mark records, what Luke reports, and what John reveals. We must gather the whole manifesto from the harmony of these Gospel revelations.
 

I’d like to begin our study not in the first Gospel—Matthew—but in the fourth gospel—John. I do this for two reasons: one, this statement is the first chronologically; and two, it is probably the most neglected of the group, though it is full of significance.
 


This took place on the evening of Easter, the day of our Lord’s resurrection. The disciples (minus Thomas) were gathered in the Upper Room, where they had celebrated Passover three days prior. Suddenly Jesus appeared in their midst, saying, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” (John 20:21). 

Here we see the pattern of the commission. John Stott writes,

As we go, our mission is to be modeled on Christ’s. Jesus does not merely issue a command (“The Father sent me; I send you”): He supplies a pattern (“As the Father sent me, so I send you”). There is thus to be a close parallel between the mission of the Son and the mission of the church.


In fact, Jesus prayed similar words to the Father in John 17:18, “As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world.”  Our English word mission comes from the Latin word for “sending.” Being a Christian includes being sent into the world as a representative of Jesus Christ.
  


The concept that the Father sent the Son into the world is a recurring theme in John’s Gospel.
 Twice we see the relationship of the Father and the Son in Jesus’ own words. First, in John 5:19, Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can do only what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does.” Then, in John 8:28 He said, “I do nothing on my own but speak just what the Father has taught me.”

Thus the pattern of our commission parallels Jesus’ mission. He was sent by the Father; we are sent by the Son. Jesus did only what the Father wanted Him to do; we are to do only what our Lord wants us to do. 



The second statement comes from Luke’s gospel (we will work our backwards through the four gospels). This statement also took place on Easter evening in the Upper Room, following the morning discovery by the women of the empty tomb, and the visit by Jesus to the two on the road to Emmaus.

In Luke 24:46-49 we see the power of the commission:

He told them, “This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things. I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.” 

If this sounds vaguely familiar, you may be thinking of Acts 1:8—also from the pen of Luke—that uses two similar words: “witnesses” and “power.” I like how Warren Wiersbe defines this term:

A witness is somebody who sincerely tells what he has seen and heard, and the word witness is used in one way or another 29 times in the Book of Acts. As Christians, we are not judges or prosecuting attorneys sent to condemn the world. We are witnesses who point to Jesus Christ and tell lost sinners how to be saved.
 
He goes on to say, “Witnessing is not something that we do for the Lord; it is something that He does through us, if we are filled with the Holy Spirit. There is a great difference between a ‘sales talk’ and a Spirit-empowered witness.”
 

This commission to carry the message of Christ is a daunting task, especially given the scope of the mission which we will consider in a moment. Thankfully, the disciples (then and now) are not to attempt this task using their own meager resources. Jesus commands them to stay in Jerusalem until the coming of the Holy Spirit, at which time they will receive power, described picturesquely as being clothed with power from on high. The note of power is significant, and on high reminded them (and reminds us) of the source of all real power for evangelism.
 

Remember two simple verses: Philippians 4:13 says, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me,” while in John 15:5 Jesus states, “Without me you can do nothing.” With Him—all power; without Him—no power at all!

Mark 16:15 provides the place of the commission. In this instance Jesus said to the disciples, “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation.” This is probably a part of same event when Jesus addressed His disciples on a mountain in Galilee, as recorded in Matthew 28.
 

The key word here is “all,” repeated two times. The disciples are sent “into all the world,” and the gospel is ordained for “all creation.” The Greek term for “all” (hapanta) is emphatic in the original text.. The gospel is not intended for Jews apart from Gentiles, or Gentiles apart from Jews, but for all creation.
 The ministry is to share this message with the whole world.
 

From Matthew’s well-known account we see the process of our commission. We read in Matthew 28:18-20,

Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in﻿ the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” 

What is the primary command of these verses? Some might see the word “go” and surmise that the emphasis of the commission is “going.” But this is not the case. The Greek verb translated go is actually not a command but a present participle (going). The only command in the entire Great Commission is “make disciples.”
 The other three action words—go, baptize, and teach—describe how we are to make disciples. The process of evangelism looks like this:

· The initiative of evangelism – we must go to them rather than waiting for them to come to us

· The initiation of evangelism – we baptize in the name (singular) of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, demonstrating the Trinity to whom we commit ourselves

· The instruction of evangelism – we are to teach these new converts to obey everything Jesus commanded in His Word. This is sometimes called “discipleship,” something separate from “evangelism,” yet the two words are virtually synonymous.

What does it mean to make “disciples”? The term “disciples” was the most popular name for the early believers. Being a disciple meant more than being a convert or a church member. Apprentice might be a better term. A disciple attached himself to a teacher, identified with him, learned from him, and lived with him. He learned, not simply by listening, but also by doing.
 Leon Morris adds, “A disciple is not simply one who has been taught but one who continues to learn.”
 

This commission was given to every follower of Jesus, not to pastors and missionaries alone. This is your commission from Jesus, and it is not optional. These words of Jesus are not the Great Suggestion. If you are a part of God’s family, your mission is mandatory. To ignore it would be disobedience.
  


Yet in many respects, we have departed from this pattern. In most churches, the congregation pays the pastor to preach, win the lost, and build up the saved—while the church members function as cheerleaders (if they are enthusiastic) or spectators. The “converts” are won, baptized, and given the right hand of fellowship, then they join the other spectators. 

How much faster our churches would grow, and how much stronger and happier our church members would be, if each one were discipling another believer. The only way a local church can “be fruitful and multiply” (instead of growing by “additions”) is with a systematic discipleship program. This is the responsibility of every believer, and not just a small group who have been “called to go.”
 

Finally, Acts 1:8 combines the four gospels’ accounts into these well-known words: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” Jesus is sending His followers, just as the Father had sent Him, in the power of the Holy Spirit into all the world to be witnesses of Jesus.

God does not call and equip every Christian to be an evangelist, a preacher, or a missionary. But every Christian is called a witness, and every Christian is called to bear witness.
 This does not mean you should quit your job to become a fulltime evangelist. God wants you to share the Good News where you are. As a student, mother, preschool teacher, salesman, or manager or whatever you do, you should continually look for people God places in your path with whom you can share the gospel.
  
The Connection of Our Commission
Now that we understand the character of our commission, I want to briefly touch on the connection of our commission to another important teaching of Scripture. Did you know that God’s timetable for history’s conclusion is connected to the completion of our commission? 

Today there’s a growing interest in the second coming of Christ and the end of the world. Many wonder, “When will it happen?” It was no different in the first century. Just before Jesus ascended to Heaven the disciples asked him this same question, and His response was quite revealing. He said in Acts 1:7, “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority.” Then He immediately added in verse 8, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

When the disciples wanted to talk about prophecy, Jesus quickly switched the conversation to evangelism. He wanted them to concentrate on their mission in the world. He said in essence, “The details of my return are none of your business. What is your business is the mission I’ve given you. Focus on that!”
 

Speculating on the exact timing of Christ’s return is futile, because Jesus said in Matthew 24:36, “No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.”  However, earlier in the same chapter Jesus gave us a clue. In Matthew 24:14 He said, “And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.” George Eldon Ladd write in The Gospel of the Kingdom, “There is no verse which speaks as concisely and distinctly as this verse about the time when the Kingdom will come.”

In the early days of the Christian and Missionary Alliance, a reporter from the New York Journal called on founder A. B. Simpson for an interview. They discussed the hundreds of C&MA missionaries who were spanning the globe, and the hundreds of thousands of dollars going for their support. Then the reporter abruptly asked, “Do you know when the Lord is coming back?”
“Yes,” said Simpson. “And I will tell you if you will promise to print just what I say, references and all.”

The reporter nodded and readied his pencil.

“Put this down,” said Simpson. “‘And this gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in all the world as a witness unto all nations; and then shall the end come’—Matthew 24:14. Have you written down the reference?”

“Yes, what more?”

“Nothing more.”

“Do you mean to say you believe that when the gospel has been preached to all nations, Jesus will return?”

“Just that,” said Simpson.

“Then,” said the reporter, “I think I begin to see daylight.”

“What do you think you see?”

“Why I see the motive in this movement.”

“Then,” said Dr. Simpson, “you see more than some of the doctors of divinity.”
 


Ladd observes,

This is a staggering fact. God has entrusted to people like us, redeemed sinners, the responsibility of carrying out the divine purpose in history. Why has God done it in this way? Is He not taking a great risk that His purpose will fail of accomplishment? It is now over nineteen hundred years, and the goal is not yet achieved. Why did God not do it Himself? Why did He not send hosts of angels whom He could trust to complete the task at once? Why has He committed it to us? We do not try to answer the question, except to say that such is God’s will. Here are the facts: God has entrusted to us this mission; and unless we do it, it will not get done.

“How are we to know when the mission is completed? How close are we to the accomplishment of the task? Which countries have been evangelized and which have not? How close are we to the end? Does this not lead to date-setting?” I answer, I do not know. God alone knows the definition of terms. I cannot precisely define who “all the nations” are. Only God knows exactly the meaning of “evangelize.” He alone, who has told us that this Gospel of the Kingdom shall be preached in the whole world for a testimony unto all the nations, will know when that objective has been accomplished. But I do not need to know. I know only one thing: Christ has not yet returned; therefore the task is not yet done. When it is done, Christ will come. Our responsibility is not to insist on defining the terms of our task; our responsibility is to complete it. So long as Christ does not return, our work is undone. Let us get busy and complete our mission.


The bottom line is this: If we want Jesus to come back sooner, we should focus on fulfilling our mission, not figuring out prophecy.
  

The Commitment to Our Commission

Finally, let’s consider the commitment to our commission. Turn to one more passage, this one in Luke 9:57-62,

As they were walking along the road, a man said to him, “I will follow you wherever you go.” 
Jesus replied, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” 

He said to another man, “Follow me.” 

But the man replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my father.” 

Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God.” 

Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say good-by to my family.” 

Jesus replied, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.” 


Here are three individuals called to follow Jesus. They are eager and willing, until they considered the cost. Being a follower of Jesus is not an easy task done in our spare time. True, salvation is free by God’s grace, but God’s grace is not cheap. According to the parable of the fine pearl, it will cost us everything.

To fulfill our mission will require that we abandon our agendas and accept God’s agenda for our lives. We can’t just “tack it on” to all the other things we’d like to do with our lives. We must say, like Jesus, “Father…I want your will, not mine” (Luke 22:42 nlt). We yield our rights, expectations, dreams, plans, and ambitions to him. We stop praying selfish prayers like “God bless what I want to do.” Instead we pray, “God help me to do what you’re blessing!” We hand God a blank sheet with our name signed at the bottom and have Him fill in the details.
 


Though we are not singing it today, I close this message with the words of a hymn. It is a hymn I first heard in connection with Christmas, as a medley with another song entitled, “No Room,” followed by the hymn, “Have You Any Room For Jesus?” The second verse asks this penetrating question:

Room for pleasure, room for business, but for Christ the crucified,

Not a place that He can enter in the heart for which He died?


As Christians we are on a mission. Remember, it is called the Great Commission, not the Great Suggestion. Let’s get on board and get to work!

�Rick Warren, The Purpose-Driven Life (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, ©2002).


�G. Campbell Morgan, The Missionary Manifesto (New York; Chicago; Toronto; London; Edinburgh: Fleming H. Revell, ©1909).


�John R. W. Stott, “The Lord Christ is a Missionary Christ,” Urbana 76 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1976).


�Ibid.


�Warren, op. cit.


�Leon Morris, The Gospel According to John, The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1995).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Courageous (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1989).


�Ibid.


�Leon Morris, Luke: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1988).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Diligent (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1987).


�James R. Edwards, The Gospel According to Mark, The Pillar New Testament commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Leicester, England: Wm. B. Eerdmans; Apollos, ©2002).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Diligent (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1987).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Loyal (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1980).


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Loyal (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1980).


�Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew, The Pillar New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids, MI; Leicester, England: Wm. B. Eerdmans; InterVarsity Press, ©1992).


�Warren, op. cit.


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Loyal (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1980).


�John R. W. Stott, Our Guilty Silence (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1967).


�Warren, op. cit.


�Ibid.


�George Eldon Ladd, The Gospel of the Kingdom (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1959).


�Robert J. Morgan, From This Verse (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, ©1998).


�George Eldon Ladd, The Gospel of the Kingdom (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©1959).


�Warren, op. cit.


�Warren, op. cit.





PAGE  
7

