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“Disciple-making: The Mission of the Church” 

Matthew 28:16-20 

Nick Wilson 

 

Last week we learned that worship is the ultimate purpose of 

the church. It’s ultimate because there is nothing else more 

essential to living than making much of and exalting God in 

Christ. So this needs to be the foundation for everything we do 

as a church and it should be the foundation for everything we 

do as individuals as well.  

 

This morning I want to connect worship and disciple-making 

together the way Matthew 28 connects these ideas together. 

There’s only one way the people of God express their worship 

of a supreme, authoritative Christ – and that’s by making 

disciples. Let’s read 16-20. 

 

I think the disciples knew how central worship is to someone 

who loves God. And at this juncture in Matthew’s gospel they 

also knew that worshiping God meant worshiping Jesus. Jesus 

is the risen Son of God; Jesus is God. “When they saw him; 

they worshiped him.” 

 

And yet, some doubted. 

 

Now about this word translated, ‘doubted.’ It’s used only one 

other time in the entire NT and the second time is found in this 

gospel. Do you remember when Jesus invited Peter out onto 

the water? In Matt. 14, Jesus calls out to Peter to come to him 

on the water. Peter obeys and begins to walk on the water with 

Jesus – but not for too long. He sees the strong winds and 

begins to sink. How does Jesus respond? “O, you of little faith, 

why did you doubt?” 

 

This is not a doubt of unbelief but a doubt of little belief. It is a 

doubt of hesitant faith. Peter faithfully obeyed but his gaze 

quickly shifted away from Jesus and onto the gusty winds. I 

wonder if the same thing is happening with the disciples in this 

passage. These disciples were as Peter was, hesitant, cautious, 

maybe a little confused by the resurrected Jesus. “What’s going 

on here?” 

 

In the midst of such wavering hesitancy, Jesus speaks to his 

disciples and says, “All authority has been given to me in 

heaven and on earth.”   

 

If you remember from two weeks ago, I preached from 

Colossians 1. In verse 18 it reads: 

 

 18 He is also head of
 
the body, the church; and He 

is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that He 

Himself will come to have first place in everything. 

 

Christ’s resurrection signified a new beginning. Death has been 

defeated, Christ’s sacrifice has been accepted, the Serpent’s 

head has been crushed, God has begun a new creation – and it 

started with  the resurrection of Christ! This verse in 

Colossians teaches that the apex of human history (the 

resurrection of Jesus) was ordained by God SO THAT Jesus 

would “have first place (supreme/preeminent) in everything.”  

 

Here, among a rag-tag group of hesitant skeptics, Jesus 

announces the fulfillment of this plan. “All authority has been 

given to me in heaven and on earth.”  “There’s no need to 

hesitate. There’s no place for little faith in a world where I 

reign supreme.” 
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And this is the context into which Jesus gives, arguably, the 

most famous charge in the gospels: “Go therefore and make 

disciples.” 

 

We don’t usually pay attention to the ‘therefore’ in verse 18, 

but it’s absolutely critical. Christ’s supreme authority is 

precisely the reason why he’s giving this final commission. 

Notice the last part of the verse: “of all nations.” 

 

Those three words probably shook the ground they stood on. 

For those who may not be aware: Jesus was a Jew. His family 

was made up of all Jews. His disciples were all Jewish. The 

Messiah was to be a Jewish savior for the Jewish people, right? 

Wrong. 

 

The scope of God’s unique blessings for God’s unique people 

under the Old Covenant was primarily to the physical offspring 

of Jacob/Israel. They were to be the ones who would be a 

kingdom of priests, a holy nation, a people for his own 

possession.  

 

With the coming of Christ, his death and now resurrection, a 

fundamental shift has occurred. Jesus’ Messiahship has opened 

a way into covenant relationship with God for the whole world, 

for anyone: irrespective tongue or tribe or nation. This was a 

big deal. 

 

The truth is, though making disciples plays an integral role in 

the great commission, disciple-making isn’t what this text is 

primarily about. The glory of this text is that Christ has 

authority over the whole world and the whole world is now 

able to enter into right relationship with God through Christ. 

 

As glorious as that truth is, that is not what this morning’s 

sermon is about. This sermon is about the verb in verse 18 

“make disciples.” The reason why we’ve chosen this text as 

part of our series on the church is because we are discipleship-

deficient – as a church and as a society. The eleven apostles 

knew EXACTLY what discipleship meant. They lived it 24-7 

for three years with the best teacher in the universe! The kind 

of discipleship modeled by Jesus and practiced by the disciples 

is hard to find in the church today, however.  

 

The question that should be on each of your minds at this point 

is, “just what exactly is this kind of discipleship?” 

 

Before we answer that, we need to clarify who a disciple is. A 

disciple is a person who follows after and seeks to learn from 

another.
1
 This isn’t just anyone who wants to learn for the sake 

of acquiring knowledge or gaining a skill. This kind of leaner 

learns to become like their teacher. Luke 6:40 says, 

 

 40 “A [disciple] is not above his teacher; but 

everyone, after he has been fully trained, will be like his 

teacher. 

 

Again, a disciple is a person who follows after and seeks to 

learn from another.  

 

                                                 
1
 Byrley, Chris. “Discipleship.” Edited by Douglas 

Mangum, Derek R. Brown, Rachel Klippenstein, and Rebekah 

Hurst. Lexham Theological Wordbook. Lexham Bible 

Reference Series. Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2014. 
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The central charge of our text this morning is to ‘make 

disciples.’ Jesus is telling his closest disciples to make more. 

“You’ve been with me, following me, learning from me for 

three years – now go out and do that among all the nations of 

the earth.” If a disciple is a person who follows after and seeks 

to learn from another, Christian disciple-making is working to 

help others learn from and be like Jesus. <Not reproducing 

your own faith in someone else> 

 

Fortunately Jesus doesn’t just say “make disciples.” He 

provides the context for discipleship and the content of 

discipleship. 

 

The context: In our English Bibles we read the word ‘go’ in 

verse 18 and label it a command because ‘go’ is a command 

word just like ‘make disciples’ are command words. The 

problem is, ‘go’ is not a command word (imperative) in Greek, 

it’s actually a descriptive word (adjective/adverb). It’s a 

participle; Greek participles are sometimes hard to translate 

into English because they are verbs that characterize either 

another noun or another verb. In our case ‘go’ modifies the 

command ‘make disciples.’ ‘Go’ is not an independent verb, 

rather, it characterizes the context for which the apostles would 

be making disciples (by going). 

 

Perhaps another rendering of this phrase would be, “As you 

go/in your going, make disciples.” It’s as if Jesus were saying, 

“Alright guys, you are getting off this mountain and out into 

the world over which I’ve been given total authority. And as 

you go out into that world, make disciples.” 

 

This commission is fulfilled when people go from where they 

are to a foreign people to share the gospel and make disciples, 

yes. But this commission is also fulfilled when people commit 

to making disciples in their day-to-day comings and goings of 

life. 

 

The contextual form of discipleship can be as broad and 

diverse as the people who make up the body of Christ, but 

making disciples must nonetheless characterize the activity of 

the church and the activity of people who make up that church. 

Disciple-making is a non-negotiable. Are you committed to 

making disciples wherever you go? Are you doing it now? 

 

In case you’re thinking, “That’s not a fair question, pastor 

Nick. How can we answer that when you haven’t even told us 

what disciple-making is or what’s involved?” 

 

You’re right. That’s my next point.  

 

Jesus doesn’t just give us the command and the context for 

disciple-making, he also gives us content of disciple-making. 

And they come in the form of two more participles – two more 

activities that break it down to its primary parts. 

 

1.) Baptizing 

 

I know the first thing that pops into our heads when we read 

this is someone being submersed in water – the physical act of 

baptism. Though that physical act should always represent 

genuine, believing faith in the gospel, its gotten lost in tradition 

and ceremony in our day. Back then, saving faith and baptism 

were inseparably linked. If you repent of your sin and trust in 

Jesus, you get baptized.  
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With this in mind the significance of this activity in our 

passage is not the ceremony but the celebration of one who has 

turned from their sin and trusted in Jesus as their savior, lord 

and supreme treasure. This is the fruit of evangelism. This is 

the first step of obedience a new believer takes. Conversion is 

the first step on the path of disicplship. 

 

2.) Teaching   

 

This second activity is more straight-forward. Everything Jesus 

had taught his disciples would be a part of their curriculum for 

future Jesus-followers. (note about making disciples of Jesus 

and not Peter, James, John, etc.) Teaching, the passing on of 

information about God and His word plays a central role in 

making disciples. That’s why we preach from Scripture. That’s 

why Ty, myself and others have invested a significant amount 

of time and money in the study of God’s Word. Instruction 

was, is and always will play a primary role in discipleship. 

 

At this point, we’ve learned about the ‘where’ of disciple-

making’ (as you go) and the ‘what’ of disciple-making 

(baptizing/sharing the gospel and teaching). 

 

If we stopped here, you could easily say, “Well, I show up 

every week for instruction, I’ve been baptized, I’ve shared my 

faith, I’ve taught Awana, I serve on the A.C. – I’m fulfilling 

this call.” 

 

Well… not necessarily. 

 

The call to make disciples may involve those things, but the 

call to make disciples is bigger than those things. The call to be 

a disciple is bigger than those things. They may fit with the 

‘where’ and ‘what’ of discipleship, but listing those activities 

alone does not capture the ‘how’ of faithful disciple-making. 

 

So what’s the ‘how’? Let’s look to Jesus’ example: 

 

Jesus may not have included the ‘how’ of making disciples in 

this passage, but that’s because he didn’t need to. We have the 

rest of the book of Matthew, not to mention Mark, Luke and 

John as instruction for us in modeling Jesus’ method of 

ministry with his disciples. 

 

Let me summarize how Jesus modeled biblical discipleship by 

providing three practical aspects of discipleship and three 

elements of discipleship. 

 

Aspects of discipleship 

1.) Intentional & committed  

a. “He said to him, ‘Follow me.’ And he rose and 

followed him” 

2.) Relational – doing life together and in the context of a 

relationship; not in a classroom 

3.) Regular/On-going 

 

Elements of discipleship 

1.) Instruction 

a. “And he opened his mouth and taught them” 

(Matt. 5:2) 

2.) Accountability (instruction in action) 

a. “O you of little faith, why did you doubt me?” 

(Matt. 14:31) 

b.  “And he sent them out to proclaim the kingdom 

of God and to heal” (Luke 9:2) 

3.) Prayer 
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a. “Keep watching and praying that you may not 

come into temptation” (Mark 14:38) 

4.) Reproduction 

 

There could be more, but these I’ve found to be the most 

central. So we just saw how Jesus did it. How are you doing it? 

 

Church attendance, hanging out with Christian friends, serving 

in the church, teaching Bible studies and even attending a life-

group can certainly fit underneath the umbrella of discipleship, 

but those things alone do not constitute the essence of 

discipleship. By themselves, they lack the necessary ‘how’ 

element.  

 

It is only by intentional, committed, relational, and regular 

contact where there is instruction, accountability and prayer are 

we able to be discipled.  

 

And it is only by intentional, committed, relational, and regular 

contact where there is instruction, accountability and prayer are 

we able to make disciples. 

 

You will not be able to pour out unless you are being poured 

into. And if you’re only being poured into and not pouring out, 

you will become stagnant water: odd-smelling and a home to 

mosquito larvae. Living water on the other hand is flowing 

water; there’s water going in and water coming out. 

 

Are you involved in an intentional, committed, relational, 

regular discipleship relationship where there is instruction, 

personal accountability and prayer? Be honest. 

 

Are you being disciple this way? Are you making disciples in 

this way? If not, at best you’re missing out on how God 

designed the body to operate and at worst, you’re just playing 

church. 

 

Before you tune me out because my description for disciple-

making seems too unrealistic, let me answer a few objections: 

 

1.) I don’t have enough time/I’m too busy 

 

This is a lie. It’s simply not true. None of us are victims of our 

schedules. We may tell ourselves that to make us feel better, 

but it’s not true. We may need to give up other good things 

(yes, even jobs) in order to be faithful to this calling, but we 

always have the choice. 

Remember: All authority has been given to me! Christ is the 

center of the universe. For the Christian, he’s the center of their 

universe. All things orbit around the supremacy of Christ. 

Don’t make Jesus’ legacy a satellite in orbit around your 

schedule. Making disciples is not an extra-curricular activity of 

Christian; it is the joyful labor of every Christian. 

  

2.) I’m too young in my faith to make disciples 

 

Remember that making disciples involves evangelism and 

teaching. You may not be in a position to teach just yet, but 

nothing is holding you back from sharing your story and the 

gospel with others. 

 

If this is your objection, please seek out godly male or female 

that would be willing to disciple you. If you don’t know where 

to look, reach out to Ty or myself and we’ll make sure you get 

connected.  
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Consider this: if you came to saving faith in Christ this 

morning, you have greater power accessible to you to be a 

disciple of Jesus and to make disciples than the disciples did 

when he gave this commission. Eph. 1:15 says that at your 

salvation you have been sealed with the Holy Spirit. The Holy 

Spirit wont seal the apostles for another forty days! 

 

3.) I don’t have anyone to disciple 

 

Again, the charge is make disciples OF ALL NATIONS. You 

can make a disciple of ANYONE! Share the gospel with 

anyone and everyone. What better way to begin nurturing 

someone in their faith than by leading them to faith in Christ? 

 

If you’re not sure where to start, write out and pray through a 

list of people in your life that are showing signs of being 

faithful, available and teachable. There may be some folks who 

would get excited about the idea of a relationship like this one, 

but wont really have the desire to see it through. 

 

Parents: THIS IS YOUR JOB DESCRIPTION. Disciple your 

children – intentionally, regularly, gracefully. Teach your 

children about the Bible every day. Read the Bible with your 

children every day. Pray with your children (not just before 

meals) every day. If you aren’t already scheduling a time for 

family worship – start. 

 

Along the way, please reach out to Ty or myself. This is why 

we’re here. If there’s anything we want to help facilitate in our 

body, it’s biblical discipleship. 

  

4.) I don’t have anyone to be disciple by 

 

Again, reach out to me or Ty so that we can get you connected. 

In the mean time though, you need to commit to being faithful,  

available and teachable. 

 

5.) I don’t have the resources/equipping to disciple 

someone 

 

Good news: you’re a part of a church that does. Again, this is 

why we are here. Reach out. 

 

6.) I’ve been fine without this kind of discipleship in my 

life, I don’t need it now 

 

It’s statements like this that trouble me the most. “I don’t need 

it and I’m not interested.” Well, you do need it. Jesus 

commanded it. Jesus lived it. My friend, your pride is blinding 

you to this need. Kill your pride and humble yourself. You’re 

not as mature as you think you are. 

 

These may be hard words, but Trinity, you need to hear them. 

And your pastors need to speak them. What’s at stake here is 

not a ministry of the church but THE ministry of the church. 

Making disciples who worship Jesus in Spirit and in Truth is 

the mission of the church. Without discipleship there is no 

church. 

 

Theologian and Ethicist Dietrich Bonheoffer puts it this way: 

"Christianity without discipleship is always Christianity 

without Christ."
2
 

 

                                                 
2
 The Cost of Discipleship, 59 
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Before we close, I’d like to end with hope; I want to close with 

the very promise with which Jesus ends his earthly ministry: 

 

“Lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age” 

 

Matthew 28 is indeed a great commission, but it’s given with 

an even greater promise. Being a disciple may cost you much. 

Making disciples will cost you even more. But fear not: the 

god-man to whom all authority has been given is with you, 

even to the end of the age. 

 

Let’s pray. 
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Disciple-making and the Lord’s Table: Open Communion 

 

Disciples of Jesus are invited to participate in the Lord’s table 

where we remember his broken body and poured-out blood: 

elements the sacrifice Jesus paid so that anyone from any 

nation can call upon the Lord and be saved. 

 

Communion Texts: 

 

Isaiah 53: 

 

 5 But He was pierced through for our transgressions, 

He was crushed for our iniquities; 

The chastening for our well-being fell upon Him, 

And by His scourging we are healed. 

 

“How could I gain from his reward, I cannot give an answer; 

but this I know with all my heart: his wounds have paid my 

ransom.” 

  

Revelation 5: 

 

 9 And they sang a new song, saying, 

“Worthy are You to take the [scroll] and to break its 

seals; for You were slain, and purchased for 

God with Your blood men from every tribe and 

tongue and people and nation. 

 10 “You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to 

our God; and they will reign upon the earth.” 

 


