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 Everyone calls it “the Great Commission.” And you may assume that 

Jesus’ final words in Matthew 28:18-20 have always been called “the Great 

Commission.” They haven’t. In fact, that label is relatively recent. Up until 

the late 19th century, almost no one called it “the Great Commission.” Dr. 

Robbie Castleman writes:

It turns out that this passage may have got its summary label from a 

Dutch missionary Justinian von Welz (1621-88), but it was Hudson 

Taylor, nearly 200 years later, who popularized the use of "The Great 

Commission". So, it seems like Welz or some other Post-Reformation 

missionary probably coined the term "The Great Commission"…1

 

 No one seems to know exactly where the term came from. Regardless, 

it has stuck. It has done more than that; it has taken on a life of its own. 

 The aforementioned James Hudson Taylor, a late 19th century 

missionary (and mission-related quote factory) famously said, “The Great 

Commission is not an option to be considered; it is a command to be 

obeyed.” But notice something. Hudson didn’t really say what the Great 

Commission is, did he?

 I think this is part of the problem. We talk about the Great Commission 

all the time. But I often wonder if that label still refers to the words Jesus 

spoke in Matthew 28:18-20, or to something else. 
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 I once heard a former president of my denomination preach a sermon 

urging his hearers to carry out the Great Commission. He did so without 

making a single reference to the text of Matthew 28. This is not uncommon. 

I have read entire articles on the Great Commission that never bother to 

quote, much less explain the biblical text to which the label refers. 

 What has happened? Matthew 28:18-20 has been pigeonholed. Jesus’ 

famous last words have been replaced by an idea of a Great Commission 

that may, or may not have anything to do with those words themselves. This 

isn’t good. 

 The result is that most modern champions of the Great Commission 

actually deny much of what Matthew 28:18-20 says. As a result, their “Great 

Commission” isn’t so great. I’ll prove it.

No Authority 

 Jesus began the Great Commission, “All authority in heaven and on 

earth has been given to me.” This part is often left out, as though it were 

mere prologue. It isn’t. In fact, the first question any discussion of the Great 

Commission must answer is: What authority was Jesus talking about?

 The easy assumption is that Jesus was saying, “I’m the boss.” Then, 

he gave us our assignment, our marching orders. But this superficial reading 

ignores the context of the Great Commission.
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 Authority is a theme that runs through all of Matthew’s Gospel. Jesus 

taught with authority (7:29), acted under authority (8:9), gave his disciples 

authority (10:1), distinguished his authority from that of the world (20:25), 

and had his authority called into question (21:23-27). 

 In the Great Commission, Jesus claimed all authority “in heaven and 

on the earth.” There is a “heaven and earth” connection in Matthew’s Gospel 

that modern-day champions of the Great Commission overlook. In Matthew 

18:18 Jesus told his disciples, “Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on 

earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be 

loosed in heaven.” Why is this connection overlooked? Probably because 

Jesus was talking about the authority to forgive sins. The modern-day 

champions of the Great Commission simply don’t know what to do with that.

 But the “heaven and earth” forgiveness connection is unavoidable. It’s 

also found in Matthew 9:2-8:

And behold, some people brought to him a paralytic, lying on a bed. 

And when Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, “Take heart, 

my son; your sins are forgiven.” And behold, some of the scribes 

said to themselves, “This man is blaspheming.” But Jesus, 

knowing their thoughts, said, “Why do you think evil in your hearts? 

For which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Rise and 

walk’? But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority 

on earth to forgive sins”—he then said to the paralytic—“Rise, pick 

up your bed and go home.” And he rose and went home. When the 

crowds saw it, they were afraid, and they glorified God, who had 

given such authority to men.

What is this authority that Jesus exercised “in heaven and on the earth,” and 

that he conferred on his disciples? It was not some general, divine authority; 

it was the specific authority to forgive sins.2

 The second question any discussion of the Great Commission must 

answer is, Why does Jesus say that this authority “has been given to me”? 
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In fact, the very first word out of Jesus’ mouth in the Greek of verse 18 is 

Ἐδόθη, “has been given.” 

 Jesus is God. He already possessed all authority. What does it mean 

that Jesus has been given all authority? Well, it’s not that Jesus didn’t have 

this authority before, and now had it. That’s not the point. Jesus was saying 

something else. Jesus was saying, “This authority has been given to me, 

therefore, I am giving it to you.” He did exactly the same thing after his 

resurrection in John 20:

“As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you.” And when he 

had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the 

Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if 

you withhold forgiveness from any, it is withheld.” (John 20:21-23; 

see also John 5:22-23, 26-27)

Jesus had been given “authority on the earth to forgive sins” (Matthew 9) 

and he gave this same authority to his Church. Why? To make disciples.

 It’s all in that little word in Greek, οὖν that begins verse 19. We 

translate it “therefore.” This little conjunction cannot be ignored, as it often 

is in the case of the Great Commission. This word connects everything in 

verse 18 to everything in verse 19. This word connects Jesus’ authority to 

forgive sins in heaven and on earth with the Great Commission. Jesus 

commanded that disciples be made based upon, and using his own divine 

authority to forgive sins.

 The Great Commission is nothing less than Jesus conferring to his 

Church his divine authority to make disciples by conferring his divine 

authority to forgive sins. A failure to understand this leads to a complete 

misreading of the Great Commission. 
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 The authority to make disciples IS the authority to forgive sin, and vise 

versa. Without that sin-forgiving authority, the Church has no authority or 

ability to make disciples. 

 However, that’s not how the modern champions of the Great 

Commission read the verse. For them, making disciples isn’t about Jesus 

authority or forgiving sin; it’s about influence, persuasion and closing to 

deal. And, you don’t need divine authority, or even the forgiveness of sins to 

do that. You only need the best plan, technique and execution. This explains 

why modern champions of the Great Commission put so much emphasis on 

the process of making disciples. For them, it’s all about the process. Just 

a few examples should suffice, from none other than the leading lights of the 

Great Commission today, Bill Hybels of Willow Creek Community Church, and 

Rick Warren of Saddleback Church:

People go through a process in 

coming to Christ —a process. And 

I believe in and respect that 

process.3

When you honor and validate the 

process people go through in 

coming to Christ, many of them 

will be willing to get started. Your 

approach tells them you really 

understand what they’re going 

through as they take those 

difficult steps toward faith.4

If we push or rush them, they’ll 

back out of the process. But if we  

allow them to move at their own 

pace, we’ll be able to help them gradually progress until, eventually, 

God brings them to the point of crossing the bridge and trusting 

Christ.5

Jesus had a process by which He took people from no faith in Christ 

to deep disciple. The very first words of Jesus that He says to His 
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disciples are “Come and see.” Now that’s the entry point for faith. … 

And from “Come and see,” He took them through consistent 

steps. ...Churches have not understood that commitment is 

sequential, systematic, and processed.  

How do you get people from “Come and see” to “come and 

die”? ...There are classes, there are covenants, there are 

commitments, there are cells, there’s coaching. Jesus used one to 

group, one on one, one to large group, and all of these have to be built 

into discipleship…. Most churches don’t have a systematic, 

sequential process by which they move people from unbeliever to 

member, to maturing member, to minister, to missionary. But that’s 

what we’ve been doing for 28 years… that only happens when you’ve 

got an intentional process to move them through.6

Notice what is missing: Jesus’ authority to forgive sins. The disciple-making 

“process” has replaced Jesus’ divine authority given to the Church to forgive 

sins. And that’s just the beginning. What else is missing from the not-so-

Great Commission of today?

No Disciples

 The vocabulary of Christian Church has been changing. Old, biblical 

words are being replaced with new, sociological ones. We used to talk about 

sinners, now we talk about seekers. We used to talk about unbelievers, now 

we talk about the unchurched. We used to talk about repentance, now we 

talk about response.

 Willow Creek and churches like it have pioneered the new vocabulary 

and its definitions. Jesus said, “Make disciples.” But Willow Creek’s goal is “to 

turn irreligious people into fully devoted followers of Christ.”7 Is there a 

difference? Let’s see.

 The Willow Creek Association teaches that church members should be 

classified within four “segments” along a “spiritual growth continuum.” This 

continuum includes both non-Christians and Christians, and is measured by 
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“higher levels of spiritual attitudes” and an “increase in spiritual behaviors.” 

The four segments are:

1) Exploring Christ: “I believe in God, but I am not sure about Christ. 

My faith is not a significant part of my life.”

2) Growing in Christ: “I believe in Jesus and I am working on what it 

means to get to know him.”

3) Close to Christ: “I feel really close to Christ and depend on him 

daily for guidance.”

4) Christ-Centered: “My relationship with Jesus is the most important 

relationship in my life. It guides everything I do.”

People at the top of this spiritual 

continuum are referred to as 

“fully devoted” Christ followers.8

 Notice what is missing: 

Disciples. How can disciples be 

missing from the church-growth 

gurus’ reading of the Great 

Commission? Disciples in the 

New Testament are believers, 

and all believers are disciples. Yet, the modern champions of the Great 

Commission have divorced “disciple” from “believer.” More than that, it’s 

unclear where along their spiritual continuum a person is made a disciple, or 

if that word even applies anymore.

 Also notice what has taken the place of disciples. Lots of adjectives: 

“exploring, growing, close, devoted, sold-out, etc.” The Great Commission 

contains absolutely no such adjectives. There are no exploring, growing, 

close, devoted or sold out disciples, just disciples. Again, disciples are 

believers and all believers are disciples. 
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No Baptism

 What was Matthew 28:18-20 before it was dubbed “the Great 

Commission?” It may surprise you to learn that it was considered the “words 

of institution” for Christian Baptism.9 Yet this shouldn’t surprise anyone. 

Baptizing and teaching are essential to the Great Commission; it’s right 

there in the grammar of Jesus’ words. Let’s diagram the sentence.

 Diagramming verse 19 allows us to visualize the grammatical 

relationships within the verse. This is very revealing. There is a lot more 

happening in this verse than most English translations show, or most 

champions of the Great Commission admit.

 Diagramming verse 19 also allows us to translate the verse correctly:  

Therefore, when you go, make disciples of all nations by baptizing 

them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 

and by teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. 
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 This sounds a little different from the Great Commission you’re familiar 

with, doesn’t it? It should. It isn’t that most English translations are 

incorrect; but most fail clearly to reflect these grammatical relationships 

within the text. And this is crucial for understanding exactly what Jesus is 

saying.

 What is different about this reading of the Great Commission? First, 

the word “go” is not translated as an imperative, or a command. That’s 

because it is not an imperative verb; it is a participle, “When you go”. The 

reason it is usually translated as an imperative is that this participle is linked 

to the imperative verb, “make disciples.”10 That’s fine. But, I want to 

highlight the fact that the word “go” is not the main verb of the sentence; 

grammatically, it cannot be. The main verb is “make disciples.”

This means that the Great Commission is not about going; it is about 

making disciples. This means that the Great Commission is not something 

that happens away from, or apart from the Church. This means that the 

proclamation of the Gospel in church is just as much “mission” and “making 

disciples” as the proclamation of the Gospel outside the church.

 Second, you will notice the phrases, “by baptizing them ...by teaching 

them.” These two words are also participles. In this case, they specify the 

means by which the action of the main verb “make disciples” takes place.

 This is very important. Baptizing and teaching are not incidental 

or secondary to making disciples. They are not actions separate from 

making disciples. Baptizing and teaching are how disciples are made. 

This is hardly a new insight, Dr. Robert Kolb has written:

This command consists of an imperative and three auxiliary verbs, 

which are participles, The first, “going,” presumes that his followers 

will find places to which God sends them: “when you have gotten 

www.issuesetc.org



where you are headed” is the force of this aorist participle. The 

command itself is simple, “make disciples.” How is this done? The 

command is explained through the use of two present participles, 

“baptizing” and “teaching.” ...Baptizing is clearly God’s action, as Jesus 

had explained it (John 3:5) and as Paul (Titus 3:5) and Peter (1 Pet. 

3:21) would. God creates disciples.11

By contrast, Bill Hybels writes about the Great Commission:

The second aspect of this challenge comes from the words, “go and 

make disciples of all nations.” It’s clear that Jesus wasn’t expecting 

that to happen through diplomacy or political effort. Rather, it would 

come about as a result of their actual going and getting in close 

proximity to the people who they hoped to influence. In doing so, 

they’d have the opportunity to start relationships and naturally 

influence the people they’ve gotten to know. Next, Jesus emphasized 

that as they made disciples they should teach them.12

 Notice that Baptism is missing, just left out entirely. How can Hybels 

ignore Jesus’ words about Baptism while reading of the Great Commission? 

Simple, Hybels holds an unscriptural view of Baptism. According to this view, 

Baptism has no necessary connection to making disciples. At best, it is a 

symbolic ordinance to be observed after disciples have been made. Hybels 

doesn’t know what to do with Baptism in the Great Commission. So, he just 

skips it.  

 For his part, Rick Warren at least includes Baptism in his explanation of 

the Great Commission, but explicitly denies that Baptism does anything in 

regard to making disciples:

For years I wondered why Jesus’ Great Commission gives the same 

prominence to baptism as it does to the great tasks of evangelism and 

edification. Why is baptism so important? Then I realized it is because 

it symbolizes God’s second purpose of your life: participating in the 

fellowship of God’s eternal family. Baptism doesn’t make you a 

member of God’s family; only faith in Christ does that.13

www.issuesetc.org



Hybels omits Baptism from his reading of the Great Commission. Warren 

includes it, but says that it has nothing to do with making disciples. Both 

deny what the Great Commission actually says. 

Next Time in Part 2, “Not All”
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