
THE GREAT COMMISSION, Part I. 
John R. W. Stott
 
Text: John 20:19-23

It seems not only appropriate but indispensable that the first three Bible 
Studies of the Congress should be concerned with the Great Commission 
which Christ our Lord has given us. For, in the last resort, we engage in 
evangelism today, not because we want to or because we choose to or 
because we like to, but because we have been told to. The Church is 
under orders. The risen Lord has commanded us to "go," to "preach," to 
make disciples;" and that is enough for us. Evangelistic inactivity is 
disobedience.

It is, therefore, right for us to go back to the very beginning and re-
examine our marching orders. 

The so-called "Great Commission" or "Universal Commission" occurs 
five times in our Bibles, at the end of each of the four Gospels and once 
at the beginning of the Acts. There is no need to suppose that these are 
five versions of a single occasion. It is much more probable that, during 
the forty days which elapsed between the Resurrection and the 
Ascension, the risen Lord repeated the same commission many times, 
although in different words and with different emphases.

John records what Jesus said on the day of the Resurrection it- self 
(20:19-23).

Matthew records what He said later to a group of disciples on a 
mountain in Galilee (28:16-20).

Luke in his Gospel seems to be giving his own summary of what the 
Lord said on this subject during the whole period of the forty days 



(24:44-49). We gather this because immediately be- fore the discourse in 
question it is still Easter Day (v 43), whereas immediately afterwards it 
is already Ascension Day (v. 50).

In Acts 1:6-8, Luke gives another version of the Commission, the final 
one, uttered just prior to the Ascension.

The fifth version is in Mark 16:15-18. From the plain evidence of the 
manuscripts, it is universally acknowledged that Mark's original 
conclusion to his Gospel has been lost and that this so-called "Longer 
Ending" is a later addition by another hand. We must, therefore, treat this 
passage with great caution; for our purposes, I propose to omit it.

Let us begin with the Johannine version of the Commission (20:19-23).

It is the evening of the first Easter Day. For fear of the Jews, the 
disciples have met secretly, behind closed doors. Through these closed 
doors comes the risen Jesus and stands in their midst. He has already 
appeared privately to Mary Magdalene and Peter, to the other women 
and the two Emmaus disciples This, however, is the first official 
appearance to the Twelve.

His commission to them is in striking contrast to their actual situation. 
They are terrified, but He tells them to have no fear and rather to be of 
good courage. They are in hiding, but He bids them throw open the 
closed doors and, risking the dangers of persecution and death, to mark 
out to the spiritual conquest of the world.

On this occasion, He spoke four short sentences--of greeting, of 
command, and of promise. Let us examine them closely.

1. "Peace be unto you!”
He said it twice (vv. 19, 21), and yet again the following week when 
Thomas was present (v. 26).' While superficially it was only the familiar 



Jewish greeting, there was more here, much more, than meets the eye. 
As Bishop J. C. Ryle has commented, "the first words that our Lord 
spoke to the disciples afford a beautiful proof of His loving, merciful, 
tender, thoughtful, pitiful, and compassionate spirit." When Christ says 
"peace I leave with you, my peace I eve unto you," He neither speaks 
nor gives like the world (John 14:27). No, he was actually giving the 
Twelve the peace they needed and went on to con- firm His word with a 
sign. We read, "He showed them His hands and His side" (v. 20), visible, 
tangible evidence that it was He who had died for them, and that He who 
had died had risen again. ,What sort of peace was this, then?

(a) It was peace of conscience through His death. Those disciples had 
met as fellow sinners for they had denied and deserted their Lord. 
Their greatest need was forgiveness and the assurance of 
forgiveness. How could they proclaim forgiveness to others until 
they had been forgiven themselves, and knew it? So He spoke His 
word of peace to them and the scars in His hands and side were 
evidence (however dimly they understood it then) that He who 
promised them peace had actually "made peace by the blood of His 
cross" (Col. 1:20). His death had an abiding significance; He still 
carried its marks in His body.  
 
Our first need too, before we can begin to evangelize, is the 
forgiveness of our sins and the assurance of it. Indeed, the risen 
Christ still speaks peace to the conscience of His people, and He still 
confirms His word with a sign. For are not the bread and trine of 
Communion to us today what the hands and side of Jesus were on 
that day? They are visible, tangible tokens that He loved us and gave 
Himself for us.  
 
But the peace Christ gave involved still more.  

(b) it was also peace of mind through His resurrection. The disciples 
who gathered in the upper room on the first Easter Day were one in 



doubt as well as in sin. Despite our Lord's repeated predictions of 
His death, it took them by surprise. They had not expected it. How 
could Jesus be the Messiah if he had ended His days on a cross, on 
an accursed tree? Their faith lay in ruins; their minds were in 
turmoil.  

So the "peace" which Jesus spoke to them and the sign which He gave to 
them were for the mind as well as for the conscience. His wounded 
hands and side were evidence, not only that He had died, but that He had 
risen, and that the One who had risen was the same One who had died. 
"Then were the disciples glad when they saw the Lord" (v. 20). It was 
the same for Thomas a week later. Unutterable indeed is our joy when 
into the dark places of our doubt shines the bright light of the 
Resurrection.

We learn then that the Church's very first need, before it can begin to 
engage in evangelism, is an experience and an assurance of Christ's 
peace ... peace of conscience through His death that banishes sin, peace 
of mind through His resurrection that banishes doubt. Jesus repeated his 
greeting for emphasis. "Peace be unto you," He said, “ Peace be unto 
you." It is utterly im- possible to preach the gospel of peace to others 
unless we ourselves have peace. Indeed, the greatest single reason for 
the church's evangelistic disobedience centers in the Church's doubts. 
We are not sure if our own sins are forgiven. We are not sure if the 
Gospel is true. And so, because we doubt, we are dumb. We need to 'near 
again Christ's word of peace, and see again His 'hands and His side. 
Once we are glad that vie have seen the Lord, and once we have clearly 
recognized Him as our crucified and risen Saviour, then nothing and no 
one will be able to silence us.

2. "As my Father hath sent me, even so send I send you.” (v. 21).
I venture to say that, although these words represent the simplest form of 
the Great Commission, it is at the same time its most profound form, its 
most challenging and therefore its most neglected. In these words Jesus 



gave us not only a command to evangelize ("the Father sent me; I send 
you"), but also a pattern of evangelism ("As the Father sent me, so send 
I you"). The Church's mission in the world is to E-e like Christ's. Jesus 
Christ was the first missionary, and all our mission is derived from His. 
Now we might ask, how did the Father send the Son? Here are three 
straightforward answers.

(a) The Father's sending of the Son involved birth into the world. He 
did not stay in heaven; He was sent into the world. Nor did He 
come into the world in the full regalia of His divinity; He laid 
aside His glory. He became poor. He did not even come in human 
disguise, like-an Old Testament theophan7. He actually took our 
nature. He was born into the world.  

(b) The Father's sending of the Son involved life in the world.. 
Having assumed our nature, He shared our experience. Once 
“Word was made flesh," He "dwelt among us" (John 1:14). He 
exposed Himself to temptation, sorrow, loneliness, opposition. 
scorn. He mixed freely with men, even in sinful, secular society. 
He was criticized for fraternizing with publicans and sinners. 
"This man receives sinners and eats with them," men sneered 
(Luke 15:1, 2). Indeed He did! It is our boast: one of His most 
honorable titles is "Friend of publicans and sinners" Ce. g., Matt. 
11:19).  

(c) The Father's sending of the Son involved death for the world. 
God's Son did more than just take upon Himself our nature and 
our life; He took upon Him our sins as well. If He was "made 
flesh," He was also “made sin" and "made a curse" (John 1:14; 2 
Cor. 5:21; Gal. 3:13). 1 know, of course, that the sinbearing death 
of Jesus in its atoning significance and power was absolutely and 
utterly unique. Yet there is a secondary sense in which we, too, 
are called to die, to die for the very people we seek to serve. Not 
until the seed dies is the fruit borne. "The disciple is not above his 



master ... If anyone serves me, let him follow me ... If any man 
would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross 
daily and follow me." See John 12:24-26, Luke 9:23. We are to be 
ready to lay down our lives for others, not only in martyrdom, but 
also in self-denying service a.-id despised and rejected of men 
sometimes in the living death of misunderstanding, 
misrepresentation, ridicule and obscurity.

Thus, in a word, by His birth, by His life and His death., God's Son 
identified Himself with us. He did not stay apart from us or aloof from 
us; He made Himself one with us. All this was involved in His being 
sent by the Father into the world.

Now He says to us "As the Father sent me into the world, so send I you." 
I personally believe that our failure to obey the implications of this 
command is the greatest weakness of evangelical Christians in the field 
of evangelism today. We do not identify. We believe so strongly (and 
rightly) in proclamation, that we tend to proclaim our message from a 
distance. We sometimes appear like people who shout advice to 
drowning men from the safety of the seashore. We do not dive in to 
rescue them. We are afraid of getting wet', and indeed of greater perils 
than this. But Jesus Christ did not broadcast salvation from the sky. He 
visited us in great humility.

Our reluctance is understandable to some extent. It derives partly from 
our sharp reaction against certain theological liberals and radicals who 
lay such stress-on identification that they have renounced altogether the 
duty to proclaim the Gospel. "We must sit down beside these 
unbelievers," they say, and they are quite right. Then they wrongly add, 
how- ever "We have nothing to say to them. We must listen to them. We 
must let them teach us.”

By all means we must be ready to listen and learn. But we cannot give 
up preaching, for proclamation is of the essence of salvation. Yet true 



evangelism, evangelism that is modelled on the ministry of Jesus, is not 
proclamation with- out identification any more than it is identification 
with- out proclamation. Evangelism involves both together. Jesus Christ 
is the Word of God, the proclamation of God; in order to be proclaimed, 
however, the Word was made flesh.

Frankly, this is my own greatest dilemma and problem as a parish 
minister. I love to preach the Gospel--to those who will listen to it. I find 
no greater joy in any ministerial activity than in the exposition of God's 
Word, whether to believers or to un- believers, who come to Church (or 
even to open-air services) to hear it. But how are we to identify with the 
people of the parish who will not hear? That is the problem. How can we 
become so one with secular men and women, as Christ became one with 
us, that we express and demonstrate our love for them, and win a right to 
share with them the good news of Christ? I am not content to shout the 
Gospel at them from a remote and sheltered vantage ground; I want to 
become their friend and argue it out with them side by side; I want to 
witness to Christ among them in their very midst. Just how to do this is 
an urgent question to which we must address ourselves seriously if we 
would follow in the footsteps of our Master.

3. "Receive ye the Holy Ghost!" (v. 22).
You will have noticed the Trinitarian references in these verses. The 
Church's mission is modelled on the Father's sending of the Son and 
empowered by the Son's sending of the Spirit.

I do not myself believe that Jesus gave these disciples a special gift of 
the Spirit at that moment. His teaching about the Spirit, both in the upper 
room and during the forty days, suggests rather that here we have a 
dramatic anticipation of Pentecost, when He would pour out the Spirit 
upon them and endue them with power for their evangelistic task. This 
was the promise He made to them repeatedly during the forty days. Now 
He breathed on them in order to confirm His promise with .a sign. Just 
as before and in anticipation of His death He broke bread and gave it to 



them saying "Take, eat, this is my Body," so before His outpouring of 
the Spirit and in anticipation of it He breathed on them and said, 
"Receive the Holy Spirit." Again, just as He enforced His word of peace 
by showing them His hands and His side, so He enforced His promise of 
the Spirit by breathing on them. His breath upon them was an outward 
and sensible sign to confirm and guarantee His promise of Pentecost- al 
power. After this experience they could never separate the Spirit from 
the Son. He had actually breathed on them. They knew the Spirit was 
His gift, the Holy Breath of Jesus Christ Himself.

But the Church needs more than power; it needs a message. To this the 
Lord says

4. "Whosoever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them; and 
whosoever sins, ye retain, they are retained.” (v.. 23). it is upon the 
flimsy foundation of these controversial words (with Matt. 16:19 and 
18:18 about binding and loosing) that the Church of Rome has built its 
rigid structure of sacramental confession and priestly absolution.
But without hesitation we repudiate this interpretation as false, and 
indeed untenable. We do so on solid grounds, namely, by applying to 
Christ's words the two most basic principles of biblical interpretation. 
We can never interpret a text in isolation, bu-u vie must set it in its 
double context, that is, in its historical and in its biblical contexts.

(a) The historical context. In seeking to under- stand any text we 
must ask-w7at-the speaker meant by it and what his hearers 
understood by it. We must be care- ful not to impart into it alien 
ideas of a later age.  
 
What, then, did the Apostles understand by this statement of 
Christ about the remission and the retention of sins?  
 
That they did not imagine they were being given priestly or 
judicial authority to forgive sins is abundantly plain from the fact 



that they neither claimed nor exercised such powers. There is no 
single occasion in the Acts or the Epistles of an Apostle (or 
anybody else) requiring the private confession of sins or the 
giving of absolution to sinners.  
 
No. What they did, and what they did constantly, was to preach 
the Gospel, declaring with authority the terms on which God 
forgives sins. We find them doing this throughout the Acts and the 
Epistles, promising pardon to penitent believers and warning of 
judgment to impenitent unbelievers. The Apostles understood that 
the authority the risen Lord had given them was the authority of a 
preacher and not that of a priest.  
 
Incidentally, the so-called "Absolution" mentioned in reformed 
Anglican Prayer Books which the minister pronounces in public 
worship is simply a stylized preaching of the Gospel, an 
enunciation of its terms, and a declaration to those who fulfill 
them that God has in- deed granted them forgiveness.  

(b) The biblical context is as important as the historical. We mus-t 
allow Scripture to interpret Scripture, particularly when there are 
parallel passages.

 
So in this case we ask: what other scriptural evidence is there concerning 
what the risen Lord taught about the forgiveness of sins during the forty 
days?
 
The answer is not far to seek. Luke records Christ's commission to 
preach repentance and remission of sins to all nations on the basis of His 
Name. Christ's charge to them was not to give remission but to preach it, 
on condition of repentance.
 
This, then, is how we must interpret our Lord's vivid statement: "whose 
soever sins ye remit, they are remitted unto them; and whose soever sins 



ye retain, they are retained." He was not giving men authority to remit or 
retain sins, for, as Christ's contemporaries rightly asked when He 
forgave sinners, "who can forgive sins but God only?" (Mk. 2:7). No. In 
a dramatic way, He was simply telling them to proclaim with authority 
the circumstances in which God remits sins and retains them. Both the 
historical and the biblical context require us to interpret the verse in this 
way, just as the Reformers saw it.
 
Our commission, therefore, is not only to identify ourselves with the 
world, as Christ did, but also to proclaim to the world the Gospel of 
divine forgiveness. It is striking that identification and proclamation are 
brought together in the same paragraph.
 
The Church's message, as originally given by Jesus, has not changed. 
Man's greatest need is still the forgiveness of his sins and his 
reconciliation to God. The whole world is burdened with a bad 
conscience; mental institutions are full of guilt-laden souls. But vie have 
the message to set men free and must proclaim it with authority and 
without compromise! It is a message of blessing and of judgment: of the 
remission of sins to those who repent and believe, and of the retention of 
sins to those who will not,
 
In summary; In this first form of the Great Commission, given on Easter 
Day itself and recorded by the Apostle John, Christ emphasizes four 
marks of Christian evangelism:
 
1st. an assured personal experience of peace in both mind and 
conscience.
 
2nd. a humble, sacrificial identification with those to whom we are sent.
 
3rd. the power of the Holy Spirit in our ministry.
 
4th. an authoritative proclamation of the divine terms of peace.



This was the risen Lord's word to the infant church when it was still in 
hiding; it may yet bring the church out of hiding today. 

The Great Commission, Part II 
by John Stott

Text: Matthew 28:16-20

More than a week--we do not know just how much time--has passed 
since the first Easter Day. The disciples of Jesus have re- turned North to 
Galilee, and there on a mountain, by appointment, Jesus met them again. 
It was probably the occasion mentioned by Paul when Jesus appeared to 
more than five hundred brethren at one time (1 Cor. 15:6). 

When they saw Him (at first evidently some distance away) their 
reactions varied between extremes of adoration and of unbelief. Some 
"worshiped Him" (N. E. B. "they fell prostrate before Him"), but "some 
doubted. 

Jesus then came up to them and spoke to them. First, He made an 
announcement (18). Next, He issued a command (19, 20a). Lastly, He 
gave them a promise (20b). 

1. The Announcement He made (v. 18) 

"All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me," He said (R. 
S. V.). 

It is of vital importance to notice that this affirmation preceded the great 
commission to go forth to the nations. Indeed, without this 
announcement of His authority, the great commission would have lacked 



any justification, let alone any impetus. Not until we are convinced of 
the full authority of Jesus Christ are we in a position to hear and to obey 
His commission to go. 

(a) What was this authority that He claimed? 

It was "all authority in heaven and on earth." Different prepositions are 
used, as if deliberately used to distinguish the two spheres, the earthly 
and the heavenly, over which His authority extended. 

Take earth first. Since He has all authority on earth He has authority over 
us; this is doubtless a part of His meaning. His total authority extends 
over the lives of His servants. He is like a Commanding Officer who can 
dispose and deploy His forces as He chooses, and draft them wherever 
He likes. He has authority to say to anyone "'go', and he goes." Indeed, 
He has said it to the Church, but as a whole, the Church has dared to 
disobey its sovereign Lord. 

Since He has all authority on earth, it extends beyond us whom He 
sends, however, to all the nations to whom He sends us. Satan becoming 
the "prince of this world" had usurped this authority. But now the 
authority has been given to Christ, and we long to see it acknowledged 
everywhere. 

This fact asserts unequivocally that the religion of Jesus is not 
Palestinian or Jewish, Semitic or Asiatic, let alone westerns but a world 
religion, indeed the world religion, Intended to embrace all the nations 
then in existence and those that might yet be. It was to transcend all 
barriers of language and culture, nationality and color, race and rank. 

But Christ declared that He had been given all authority in heaven as 
well. What does this mean? No doubt it means, in part, that the authority 
He claimed on earth was recognized in heaven, and that disciples won 
on earth accordingly would be acknowledged and accepted in heaven. 



But it involves more than that. It signifies that Jesus Christ has supreme 
authority in those "heavenly places" (as Paul called them in his Ephesian 
letter) in which evil principalities and powers" still operate and wage 
war (cf. Eph. 6:12). Having raised Jesus Christ from the dead, God has 
"made Him sit at His right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule 
and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is 
named, not only in this age but also in that which is to come; and He has 
put all things under His feet..." (Eph. 1:20-22 R.S.V.)., The authority of 
Jesus Christ extends over all creatures, whether human or superhuman, 
over the Church, over the nations, over the-Devil and all his works. 

(b) When was this authority given to Christ? He claimed it on that 
Galilean mountain as an accomplished fact (aorist edothe, "twas given"). 
Probably we would agree that it was given to Him by the Father in virtue 
of the Cross and in anticipation of the Ascension. Certainly this 
statement is confirmed by the rest of the New Testament. It was at the 
Cross that Hd "disarmed the principalities and powers, and made a 
public example of them,.triumphing over them in it" (Col. 2:15 R.S.V. 
M.). It was by His blood that He ransomed men for God from every 
tribe, tongue, people, and nation (Rev. 5:9). And it was at His Ascension 
that God "highly exalted Him and bestowed on Him the name which is 
above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that 
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father" (Phil. 2:9-11 
R.S.V.). 

The fundamental basis of all Christian missionary enterprise is the 
universal authority of Jesus Christ, "in heaven and on earth." If the 
authority of Jesus were circumscribed on earth, if He were but one of 
many religious teachers, one of many Jewish prophets, one of many 
divine incarnations, we would have no mandate to present Him to the 
nations as the Lord and Saviour of the world. If the authority of Jesus 
were limited in heaven, if He had not decisively overthrown the 



principalities and powers, we might still proclaim Him to the nations, 
but we would never be able to "turn them from' darkness to light, and 
from the power of Satan unto God" (Acts 26:18). 

Only because all authority on earth belongs to Christ are we go to all 
nations. And only because all authority in heaven as well is His have we 
any hope of success. It must have seemed ridiculous to send that tiny 
nucleus of Palestinian peasants to twin the world for Christ. For Christ's 
Church today, so hopelessly outnumbered by hundreds of millions who 
neither know nor acknowledge Him, the task is equally gigantic. It is the 
unique, the universal authority of Jesus Christ which gives us-both the 
right and the confidence to seek to make disciples of all the nations. 
Before His authority on earth the nations must bow; before His authority 
in heaven no demon can stop them. 

2. The Command He issued: "Go ye therefore" (v. 19). 

We notice this imperative, "go ye," immediately followed the indicative 
statement "All authority has been given to me;" the announcement of 
Christ's universal authority was an essential preliminary to the Great 
Commission. 

We "go'' because we are ourselves under authority. We go to "all the 
nations" because they are under authority also. The commission is no 
longer to seek "the lost sheep of the house of Israel" (Matt. 10:6), but to 
make disciples of "all the Gentiles" (that is what the word "nations" 
means). So, in the providence of God, end the most Jewish, the most 
particularistic of the four Gospels. The Gospel of Matthew begins with 
the coming of Gentile strangers to worship the infant Christ; it concludes 
with the sending out of the Church to win the Gentile world. 

As we go, we have precise instructions to fulfill. Christ used three verbs: 
"make disciples," "baptize," and "teach." Some scholars interpret this as 
a single command to "go and make disciples;" "baptizing them" and 



"teaching them" they consider the explanation of how disciples are 
made. I prefer to take the three verbs separately as descritipns of three 
distinct parts or stages of the one Great Commission of Christ to "go." 

(a) We are to make disciples. The New English Bible rightly renders this 
"make all nations my disciples." The addition of the possessive "my" 
brings out the sense. One cannot "make disciples" in the abstract, for 
there can be no disciples without a teacher who disciples they are. So to 
"make disciples of all nations" means to win disciples for Jesus Christ 
out of all the nations on earth. 

How we are to do this is made plain in the other versions of the Great 
Commission. We are to do it by preaching the Gospel. For. in preaching 
the Gospel we preach Christ so that men are con- verted to Him and 
become His disciples. We can never get away from, or grow out of, this 
elementary truth that evangelism is preaching Jesus Christ and making 
disciples of Jesus Christ. The central objective of all Christian 
evangelism is to secure the allegiance of men and women not to a church 
nor to a system of thought or behavior, but to the person of Jesus Christ. 
Discipleship of Jesus Christ comes first; the church membership, the 
theology, the ethical conduct follow. 

In summoning people to discipleship, we shall do well not to forget the 
solemn conditions of this discipleship laid down by Christ the Master. 
Unless we "hate" our family, take up our cross, and renounce all that we 
have (putting Him, that is, before our relatives, our ambitions, and our 
possessions), we cannot be His disciples, He said. 

(b) We are to baptize. 

Converts who have become disciples of Jesus are to be bapt- tized "into 
the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit." The 
theological implication of this is far-reaching. It means that discipleship 
to Jesus Christ in- volves ipso facto relationship to the Father and to the 



Holy Spirit as well-,it means, too, that although the Father ' the Son and 
the Spirit are distinct persons, they possess but One Name into which 
disciples are baptized. 

Christian baptism is not just in the Name, but into the Name of the 
Trinity; it signifies union with God, th God who has revealed Himself by 
this threefold 'Name,' as Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

Further, whatever the precise significance of baptism may be (and 
doubtless our particular convictions on this matter are to some extent 
divergent), we would all agree that baptism is, essentially a public act. 
People may become disciples of Jesus secretly, but they must be 
baptized publicly. At the very least, baptism is the public confession and 
public ac- knowledgment of those who claim to be Christ's disciples, and 
thus admits them into the visible church. 

So in advancing from discipleship to baptism, Jesus moves from the 
private to the public, from the personal to the corporate, from conversion 
to church membership. 

c ) We are to teach. 

The purpose of Christ in the Great Commission is not fully met, 
however, when people are discipled and baptized; they must also be 
taught. A lifetime of 1-earning and obeying follows conversion, until 
disciples are conformed to the image of their Lord. 

Moreover, the substance of the teachings to be given them is all the 
teaching of Jesus Christ, "all things whatsoever T have commanded 
you." Notice carefully what we are to teach converts. It is neither what 
the7 may want to hear, nor what we may want to say, but what Christ 
Himself has taught. This is what they are to "keep," that is, to believe 
and to obey. 



Where, then, is all the teaching of Jesus Christ to be found? The correct 
answer is not'4n His discourses in the Gospels," but "in the whole 
Bible." Properly understood, the teaching of Jesus Christ includes the 
Old Testament (for He set His ,seal upon its truth and its authority), the 
Gospels (in which His own words are recorded), and the rest of the New 
Testament (which contains the teaching of the Apostles through whom, 
we believe, He continued to speak, in order to complete His self-
revelation). 

Thus we have our Lord's own command to instruct converts with 
Biblical teaching, and it is important that from the very beginning they 
understand that the Bible's teaching is Christ's teaching. Converts have 
become disciples of Christ; they have been baptized into Christ; and they 
are to be taught what Christ commanded. They must learn to submit 
their minds to all, not just to some, of the teaching of Christ, if their 
conversion is to include their intellect. The disciples of Jesus may not 
pick and choose from His teaching, selecting what they like, rejecting 
what they dislike. They are not at liberty to disagree with Jesus, or to 
disobey Him, for Jesus is their Teacher and Lord, and they are under His 
authority and His instruction. "You call me Teacher and Lord, "He says 
to them, Hand you are right, for so I am" (Jn. 13:13 R.S.V.). This lays 
upon the evangelist the solemn responsibility of being a good disciple 
himself, for how can he teach converts all that Christ has commanded if 
he does not himself submit to this expectation? 

Such is the risen Lord's concept of evangelism--a conception 
considerably more balanced and comprehensive than much of our 
modern practice of evangelism. Jesus sent forth His followers not merely 
to make disciples--discipling was only the first stage of the Great 
Commission. Two further stages were to follow, namely, baptizing and 
teaching. The evangelist who would be loyal to his commission, 
therefore, must have three major concerns: first, conversions to Christ; 
second, the church membership of converts; and third, their instructions 
in all the teaching of Christ. 



While it is legitimate no doubt for sporadic evangelistic missions and 
crusades to concentrate on their first concern, it would be irresponsible 
to do so unless adequate provision is made also for admitting converts to 
church membership and for instructing them. 

3. The Promise He uttered: "and lol I am with you alway even unto the 
end of the world." 

Thus the promise in the first chapter of Matthew regarding "Emmanuel, 
God with us" (Matt. 1:23) is confirmed and further fulfilled in the last. 

We should never isolate the Great Commission from its 3ontext. Here in 
the Matthean version it is preceded by the anrouncemert of Christ's 
authority and followed by the promise of Christ's presence. Without 
these we could not obey Christ's commission. How could we go forth to 
make disciples for Christ, to '.-,a-otize them and teach them, if we no 
assurance of His authority behind us and no assurance of His presence 
beside us? 

This was not the first time Christ had promised them His risen presence. 
Earlier in this Gospel (18:20) He had undertaken to be in their midst 
when only two or three disciples were gathered in His name. Now, as He 
repeats the promise of His presence, He attaches it rather to their witness 
than to their worship. It is not only when we meet in His Name, but 
when we go in His Name, that He promises to be with us. The emphatic 
III," who pledges His presence, is the One who has universal authority 
and who sends forth His people. It remains questionable, therefore, 
whether a stay-at-home church--disobedient to the Great Commission, 
and indifferent to the need of the nations--is in any position to claim or 
inherit the fulness of Christ's promised presence. 

But to those who go, who go into the world as Christ came into the 
world, who sacrifice their ease and comfort and independence, who 



hazard their lives in search of disciples--to them the presence of the 
living Christ is promised. In sending them out, He yet accompanies 
them. "Go," He says, and "Lol I am with you"--with you in the person of 
the Holy Spirit to restrain you and direct you, to encourage and empower 
you (cf. Acts 14:27). "I am with you all the days"--in days of safety and 
of peril, days of failure and of success, days of freedom to preach and 
days of restriction and persecution, days of peace and of conflict and 
war--"I am with you all the days unto the end of the world." The promise 
of Christ spans the whole Gospel age. While the Christ who is speaking 
has only just died and been raised from death, He even now looks ahead-
to His return in glory. He who has just inaugurated the new age promises 
to be with His people from its beginning to its end, from its inauguration 
to its consummation, even .Ilto the close of the age" (R.S.V.). 

Looking back over this best-known version of the Great Com- mission 
(its announcement, its command and its promise), we are struck by its 
comprehensive sweep as indicated by the fourfold repetition of the word 
"all." 

(1) Christ claimed to have been given all authority in heaven and on 
earth. 

(2) Therefore He sends us to make disciples of all the nations. 

(3) He bids us transmit to these disciples all His teaching. Finally, 

(4) He promises to be with us all the days, even "to the end of 
time" (N.E.B.). 

The Great Commission, Part 
III 



by John Stott
Text: Luke 24:44-49

Luke's account of the Great Commission differs from that of John and 
Matthew by appearing to be a general summary of the teaching rather 
than a particular utterance by Christ. John records what the risen Lord 
said during His first appearance to the Twelve on Easter Day itself. 
Matthew records His words on a later occasion when He met His 
disciples on a Galilean Mountainside. But Luke summarizes what Jesus 
said on the overall subject. We know this because these six verses 
represent the sum total of Christ's teaching between the day of His 
resurrection (vv. 36-43) and the day of His ascension (vv. 50-53). If we 
had only Luke's Gospel, we might get the impression that Luke thought 
the Ascension followed the Resurrection almost at once. But since he 
tells us in Acts 1:3 that forty days elapsed between the two events, we 
must conclude that he deliberately gives at the end of his Gospel only a 
brief digest of the Risen Lord's teaching about the Church's worldwide 
mission. 

We begin our study of it by noticing not the details of the central 
commission but its nature This is indicated by the verb in verse 47. 
Translated "preached" in most versions, it is in fact the Greek word 
Keruchthenai, meaning "to be heralded." It stands first in the Greek 
sentence, and so receives the chief emphasis. Christ's will and purpose 
are "that there should be preached" a certain message throughout the 
world. He made His Church the herald of His Gospel, to publish it 
abroad to the ends of the earth. 



The commission of the Church, therefore, is not to reform society, but to 
preach the Gospel. Certainly, Christ's disciples who have embraced the 
Gospel and who themselves are being trans- formed by the Gospel, are 
intended to be the salt of the earth and the light of the world (Mt. 5:13, 
14). That is, they are to influence the society in which they live and 
work, by helping to arrest its corruption and illumine its darkness. They 
are to love and serve their generation, and play their part in the 
community as responsible Christian citizens. But the primary task of the 
members of Christ's Church is to be Gospel heralds, not social 
reformers. 

Again, the commission of the Church is not to heal the sick, but to 
preach the Gospel. I am not suggesting that doctors or nurses give up 
their professional Of course not, They are caring for the sick, and 
harnessing modern discovery to the treatment of the sick in accordance 
with the principle of neighbor-love so beautifully illustrated in the 
Parable of the Good Samaritan. I am simply saying that the miraculous 
healing ministry, exercised by Jesus and to some extent by His Apostles 
(viz. instantaneous and complete healing without the use of means) is 
not part of Christ's commission to the Church. I do not doubt nor deny 
that God can, and sometime does, still miraculously heal the sick. But 
the Church today has no authority to exercise a regular ministry of 
miraculous healing. Such supernatural healing was plainly part of 
Christ's charge to the Twelve and to the Seventy during His early 
ministry; both these charges Luke recorded earlier in his gospel (9:1 ff.; 
10:1 ff.). On these occasions the disciples were commanded not only to 
preach the Gospel but also to heal the sick and, according to Matthew 
10:8, even to raise the dead. We cannot automatically assume, however, 
that these commands apply to the Church today, unless we are ready to 
obey as well all the other commands of the mission charge to the Twelve 
and to the Seventy. Are we prepared, for example, to take with us on our 
evangelistic campaigns neither food nor money nor spare clothing? Are 
we prepared to forego the use of public transport and to walk barefoot, 
and indeed, to go only to "the lost sheep of the house of Israel" (Matt. 



10:6)? No. These commands, including that to heal the sick and raise the 
dead, belong to Christ's charge to those disciples who shared in His own 
healing ministry during the days of His flesh. It is of great significance 
that these commands were not repeated in the Great Commission of the 
risen Lord. According to this commission, which is still addressed to us 
today, our primary duty is to be neither reformers of society nor healers 
of the sick, but rather preachers of the Gospel. 

Having sought to establish that the Great Commission to the Church is 
to be Christ's heralds in the proclamation of the Gospel, we are now in a 
position to consider the details of the Proclamation. Five aspects of it are 
given to us. It is a proclamation. 

1. Of the forgiveness of sins. 

Literally the commission reads: "that there should be preached 
forgiveness of sins... ". This Gospel of Christ is good news of salvation 
for sinners, and the foremost meaning of salvation is the forgiveness of 
sins. We have already seen how this is confirmed by the Johannine 
version of the commission, in which Jesus declared "whose soever sins 
ye remit, they are remitted." 

That the Gospel is essentially an offer of forgiveness is denied by many 
today. Some even dare to assert that "man come of age" is no longer so 
conscious of his sins as were his guilt-laden forebears, and that the 
Church must grow out of its agelong obsession with sin. Biblical 
Christians cannot even begin to agree with this modern tendency to soft-
pedal sin. Jesus Christ has sent us to be heralds to all nations of the 
forgiveness of sins. This means that all men of all nations are guilty 
sinners under the judgment of God and stand in need of forgiveness. 

In this task we seek not only to obey the forthright command of Christ, 
but also to follow the exaindle of His Apostles. They were faithful to 
their commission. In the first Christian sermon ever preached, the 



Apostle Peter cried, "Repent and be baptized every one of you in the 
name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins!" to a conscience-
smitten crowd. "Let it be known to you therefore, brethren," said the 
Apostle Paul in the synagogue of Fisidian Antioch, "that through this 
Man forgiveness of sins is proclaimed to you" (Acts 13:38). 

It is a proclamation of the forgiveness of sins. 

2. In the Name of Christ. 

Literally the passage reads "that there should be preached upon His 
Name ... forgiveness of sins." The preposition is not 'in' His Name but 
'on' His Name, epi. This indicates that the Name of Christ is to be the 
ground basis upon which the offer of forgiveness is made. 

What this means is explained in the preceding three verses. "Then he 
said to them, 'These are my words which I spoke to you, while I was still 
with you, that everything written about me in the law of Moses and the 
prophets and the psalms must be fulfilled.' Then he opened their minds 
to understand the scriptures, and said to them, 'Thus it is written, that the 
Christ should suffer and on the third day rise from the dead'" (24:44-46 
R.S.V.). The Christ upon whose Name forgiveness of sins is to be 
heralded is the Christ who once suffered for sins and then rose from the 
dead, He died to bear our sin and curse in His own body. He was raised 
to demonstrate that His death had been satisfactory for the removal of 
sin and to apply its benefits to future generations of sinners. Thus Jesus 
Christ is to be presented by the Church to the world as the crucified and 
risen Saviour of sinners. We have no authority to stray from these two 
central events in the saving career of Jesus. Nor can we presume to offer 
men forgiveness on any other ground than that of the Name of Christ 
who suffered and rose. "There is salvation in no one else, for there is no 
other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved" 
(Acts. 4:12 R.S.V.). The Church's message was, still is, and ever will be 



that "Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures..., that He was 
raised according to the Scriptures..." (I Cor. 15:3,4) 

Moreover, this message which was entrusted by the risen Lord to the 
Church, is consistent, He says, with His earthly teaching, with the 
teaching of the Old Testament, and with the future teaching of the 
Apostles. He states that His post-resurrection instruction is identical with 
"my words which I spoke to you while I was still with you." Further, this 
was "that everything written about me in the law of Moses and the 
prophets and the psalms must be fulfilled." What the Old Testament 
writers said, the earthly Jesus endorsed; and what the earthly Jesus 
endorsed, the risen Christ further confirmed. He had no need to 
contradict after the Resurrection, or even to modify, what He had 
previously taught in the days of His flesh. More than that, the Apostles 
would bear witness to Him because they were "witnesses of these 
things" (v. 48). For this they had a unique competence. They had been 
eyewitnesses of the life, death and resurrection of Christ, and could 
therefore bear witness to Christ (Acts. 1:8) in a way impossible to 
anyone of any succeeding generation. This their witness is preserved in 
the gospels and epistles of the New Testament. 

We have, therefore, the risen Lord's own authority for believing in the 
unity and consistency of the Bible. We are convinced that the 
fundamental message of the Old Testament and of the New Testament--
of the law, the prophets, and the writings in the Old Testament and of the 
Gospels, the Acts, the Epistles, and the Revelation in the New 
Testament--is the same. It is the offer of forgiveness to sinful men and 
women on the ground of the Name of the crucified and risen Christ. 
There is no other message but the offer of forgiveness, and no other 
ground but the name of Christ. This is the good news we are 
commissioned to herald. It is the Gospel according to the Scriptures. 
This Gospel will never change. 



This proclamation of the forgiveness of sins is grounded upon the Name 
of Christ, and 

3. On condition of repentance. 

Literally, the passage reads, "that there should be heralded upon His 
name repentance and remission of sins." The Gospel offer is not 
unconditional. It does not benefit its hearers willy nilly, "whether they 
hear or refuse to hear" (Ezek. 2:5, R.S.V.). It is clear that sinners cannot 
be forgiven if they persist in clinging to their sins. If they desire God to 
turn from their sins in remission, they must themselves turn from them 
in repentance. We are charged, therefore, to proclaim the condition as 
well as the promise of forgiveness. Remission is the Gospel offer; 
repentance is the Gospel demand. 

Some modern evangelists shrink from this part of the Great, 
Commission. They distinguish between the acceptance of Christ as 
Saviour and submission to Christ as Lord, and insist that the for mer 
does not include the latter, the latter being something that comes only 
later. While the best advocates of this view at least argue from a good 
premise, their deduction, I believe, is incorrect. With their premise that 
salvation is by grace alone through faith alone we wholeheartedly agree. 
They argue, however, that to add repentance or submission is to 
introduce works by the back door. So determined at all costs (and 
rightly) to repudiate works as contributing anything to our salvation,. 
they assert that only faith is necessary, and not repentance and 
submission to Christ as Lord. 

Let me say again that I fully accept the reason for their con- cern, 
namely', the principle of sola gratia and sola fides, But I cannot accept 
their logic. The object of faith is Jesus Christ crucified and risen, 
crucified Saviour and risen Lord. We cannot cut Christ into pieces and 
believe in one part of Him but not in the other. There is but one Christ, 
whole and entire, God and man, Saviour and Lord. And it is because 



Christ is one that faith is one. We can no more divide faith into its 
constituent elements than we can divide Christ into His constituent 
elements. In other words, saving faith is an unreserved commitment, a 
total yielding to a total Christ. Paul called this response "the obedience 
of faith" (Rom. 1:5, 16, 26), for he recognized that saving faith includes 
an element of repentant submission. indeed, it is inconceivable that a 
sinner should trust in Christ for salvation and at the same time withhold 
a part of himself from Christ. Salvation is indeed by faith alone, but 
saving faith includes repentance. 

This is clear also from the apostolic example, The Apostles were faithful 
in their demand for repentance and continually linked It with remission. 
Notice Peter's first two sermons: "Repent and be baptized every one of 
you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of sins," he said. 
Again, "repent therefore and be converted, that your sins may be blotted 
out" (Acts 2:38, 3:19). Truly, as Paul said to the Athenian philosophers 
on Mars Hill, "God commands all men everywhere to repent" (Acts 
17:30). It is an authentic note of Gospel preaching, which urgently needs 
to be recovered today. 

We are charged with a proclamation of the forgiveness of sins, on the 
Name of Christ, on condition of repentance. 

4. To all nations. 

The charge is now no longer to "the lost sheep of the house of Israel," 
but "unto all the Gentiles" (as we might legitimately translate the 
words). It is this aspect of the Commission which receives the greatest 
emphasis. The Church has been sent, according to the longer ending of 
Mark's Gospel, "into all the world" to preach the Gospel "to all the 
creation" (16:15). This ministry would quite naturally begin in the city 
of Jerusalem and in the province of Judaea, but would then move on to 
Samaria and finally "to the end of the earth" (Acts. 1:8). All this implies 
a recognition that Jesus of Nazareth was no mere Jewish teacher who 



founded a Jewish sect, but rather the Saviour of the world who summons 
all nations of the world to His allegiance. 

The Church, in other words, is fundamentally a missionary society, 
commissioned and committed to proclaim the Gospel of salvation to the 
whole world. Insofar as any inhabitants of the globe have not heard the 
Gospel, the Church should have a heavy conscience. Christ has sent us 
to herald forgiveness to all the nations, but we have not done so. role 
have failed to 'fulfill His final commission. We have been disobedient to 
our Lord. 

There is still time to make amends, owever. As the world population 
explodes, the Church's task might seem to be getting harder and the goal 
of world evangelization more remote. But as modern means of mass 
communication increase, and as the Church humbly seeks fresh spiritual 
power, the task once again appears possible. This spiritual power is, in 
fact, the fifth and last aspect of the Lord's commission which Luke 
mentions. We are to proclaim the forgiveness of sins on the ground of 
Christ's name and on condition of repentance to all the nations. 

5. In the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Verse 49 reads: "And behold, I send the promise of my Father upon you; 
but stay in the city, until you are clothed with the power from on high." 

It is essential to see this promise of the Spirit's coming, and this 
command to stay in the city until the Spirit had come, in their historical 
context. Jesus was referring to the Day of Pentecost, for it was then that 
He sent the promised gift from heaven (Acts 2:33). But because this day 
of Pentecost had not yet come, the disciples were told to tarry. We 
however live after Pentecost and hence have no need to tarry. It cannot 
be stressed too strongly that the Christ who on that Pentecost day sent 
the promise of the Father to the Church, gives the same promised Spirit 
to every believer today. The gift of the Spirit is one of the major 



blessings of the New Covenant in fulfillment of God's word to Abraham: 
"in Christ Jesus we receive the promise of the Spirit by faith" (Gal. 
3:14). 

Yet this sure truth of the gift of the Spirit to every believer needs to be 
qualified in two important respects. First, the Church, for its life and its 
evangelistic task, needs An ever fresh experience of the power of the 
same Spirit. Second, in days past and perhaps still today, the sovereign 
Spirit has come in exceptional measure upon certain evangelists, 
mastering them, clothing them, anointing them, and empowering them 
for the proclamation of the Gospel. 

Without the work of the Spirit, whether in His general operation or in 
His special ministries, the Church's work and witness are bound to be 
ineffective. While the Church may be faithful in preaching to all nations 
remission and repentance and the Name of Christ, it is only the Holy 
Spirit who gives power to the preaching. It is He who convicts sinners of 
their sin and guilt, opens their eyes to see Christ, draws them to Him, 
enables them to repent and believe, and implants life in their dead souls. 
Before Christ sent the Church into the world, He sent the Spirit to the 
Church. The same order must be observed today. 

Here, then, are the five aspects of the Great Commission as summarized 
by Luke. We are called to proclaim the forgiveness of sins, on the basis 
of Christ's saving Name, on condition of repentance, to all the nations, in 
the power of the Spirit. Confronted by these terms of our commission, 
we must readily confess that at each point the Church has been guilty of 
some failure--at times it has distorted the message of forgiveness, or 
forgotten the Name of Christ, or muted the summons to repentance, or 
enjoyed its comfortable privileges while ignoring the cries of the 
unevangelized nations. At times the Church has betrayed a sinful self-
confidence and has neglected the spiritual equipment promised by its 
Lord. We who are sent to call others to repentance need to repent 
ourselves. 



In conclusion, let us review for a moment the three versions of the risen 
Lord's commission to the Church, as recorded by Matthew, Luke and 
John. 

Our mandate is the command of Christ to go forth as His heralds; our 
warrant is the lordship of the Christ who bids us go. 

Our Gospel is the forgiveness of Christ who died for sinners and rose 
again; our demand is repentant faith in Christ our Saviour and our Lord. 

Our authority is the Name of Christ in which we preach; our assurance is 
the peace of Christ which garrisons our hearts and minds. 

Our method is the example of Christ who sends us into the world as He 
Himself was sent; our equipment is the Spirit of Christ breathed upon us 
and clothing us with power. 

Our task is to be witnesses to Christ to the ends of the earth; our reward 
is the presence of Christ to the end of time. 

May God give us grace to obey our risen Lord's unchanged commission!

From talks given at the World Congress on Evangelism, 1966


