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In Part One of this article we saw that most modern 

champions of the Great Commission actually deny much of 

what Jesus says in Matthew 28:18-20. They omit Jesus’ 

Authority, Baptism, and even Disciples from Jesus’ famous 

last words. In Part Two, we discover what else is missing from 

their not-so-Great Commission.

Not All

The word “all” is an important word in the Bible: “You shall love the 

Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 

might” (Deuteronomy 6:5); “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God” (Romans 3:23); “all who call upon the name of the Lord will be 

saved” (Acts 2:21). The word “all” is an important word, especially when 

Jesus says it. And, Jesus says it often in the Great Commission:

All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 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. And behold, 

I am with you always [Greek: all the days], to the end of the age.

Jesus uses the word “all” 4 times in the space of the 51 Greek words in 

those verses. 
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Not All Authority: As noted in Part One of this article, the modern 

champions of the Great Commission ignore Jesus’ authority to forgive sins in 

their reading of Matthew 28:18-20. While, they wouldn’t deny that Jesus 

himself possesses this authority, in their reading of the Great Commission, 

Jesus didn’t confer this authority upon his Church. In their view, Jesus’ 

command for the Church to make disciples is separate from his own 

authority to forgive sins. So much for “all authority.” What about the three 

other occurrences of “all” in the Great Commission? 

Not All Nations: Jesus commanded his Church to make disciples of all 

nations by baptizing and teaching. This command clearly requires making 

disciples of all, without limits or qualification. From the time of the apostles, 

the Church has read the Great Commission as a command to baptize, 

regardless of nationality, ethnicity, sex or age. Two thousand years of the 

practice of infant Baptism attest to this interpretation. But how do the 

modern champions of the Great Commission read Jesus words?

...the New Testament records the baptisms of adult believers only.

In the Bible, we find parents bringing their children to Jesus. He held 

them, prayed for them, and told us to welcome them. But He did not 

baptize them and He did not tell anyone else to baptize them. 

Willow Creek believes Baptism is for those who have made a personal 

decision to trust Christ alone for their salvation, once they have the 

maturity and ability to understand what that means. As a general rule, 

Willow Creek's Elders have determined that a believer must be at 

least 12 years old to be baptized... 1

The same is taught at Rick Warren’s Saddleback Church, where there is also 

an age restriction placed on baptism:

At Saddleback, we wait until our children are old enough to 

believe and understand the true meaning of baptism before we baptize 

them. Some churches practice a "baptism of confirmation" for 

children.... This is different from the baptism talked about in the Bible 

which was only for those old enough to believe. The purpose is to 

publicly confess your personal commitment to Christ.2
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In Part One, we saw that the modern champions of the Great 

Commission ignore the grammatical relationship between making disciples 

and baptizing in the text of Matthew 28:19. While the text clearly states that 

disciples are made “by baptizing and teaching,” they view Baptism 

differently, as a symbolic ordinance observed only after disciples have been 

made by some other means. Now we see 

that they drive a wedge further between 

the making of disciples and baptizing by 

imposing an arbitrary minimum age for 

Baptism. 

What is the result of this age 

restriction on their reading of the Great 

Commission? It means that the modern 

champions of the Great Commission can’t 

take Jesus’ words “all nations” at face 

value. According to them, Jesus said “all” 

but really meant “some.” For them, “all 

nations” must mean “some people of all 

nations,” or more to the point, it must 

mean “only those people of all nations 

who have reached a certain age.” The 

problem is that Jesus does not say that  

in the Great Commission.

The text of Matthew 28:19 says nothing about the age or maturity of 

those who are to be baptized, nor does any other text of Scripture that 

speaks of baptism. It says nothing about a minimum age for baptism. The 

text clearly states that disciples are to be made “of all nations by baptizing... 

and by teaching” without any qualification whatsoever. 
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What has happened here? The modern champions of the Great 

Commission have allowed their unbiblical view of Baptism to exclude an 

entire category of people from the “all nations” of the Great Commission: 

the young. 

Not All I Have Commanded You:  One of the saddest ironies in 

American Evangelicalism today is how strongly its leaders profess that the 

Bible is the very word of God --inspired, inerrant and infallible-- yet how 

little of the Bible they actually preach or teach. I suspect that a major cause 

of biblical illiteracy among American Christians is that the Bible has been 

replaced in America’s pulpits with popular topics and church programs. 

Sometimes it seems that Evangelicals can hear anything but the Bible in 

church.

In the Greek of the Great Commission, Jesus is emphatic about what is 

to be taught, he says: πάντα ὅσα, “all whatsoever” or “everything.” What is 

the Church to teach in order to make disciples? Everything. It’s what the old 

theologians used to call “the whole counsel of God.” 

But today’s champions of the Great Commission have decided that 

teaching has its limits. Several years ago, Willow Creek Community Church 

did an extensive survey of its membership, asking them if the church was 

meeting their needs. Head pastor Bill Hybels was surprised and upset by the 

results, especially the responses of members classified highest on Willow 

Creek’s spiritual growth continuum: the “Christ-centered, fully devoted 

Christ followers.” Hybels described it this way:

A lot of people in this category, they’re saying they’re not being fed, 

that they want more meat of the Word of God, that they want more 

serious-minded Scripture taught to them, that they want to be 

challenged more.... And I started getting a little irritated. I was like, 

“I’ll feed those people. I’ll hire some old seminary prof. I’ll feed them 

till they barf!” 
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That’s exactly what he said. To make matters worse, Hybels’ audience, made 

up of pastors and church leaders from all over the world, broke into laughter 

and applause. What does it say when a Christian pastor responds in this way 

to his congregation’s cry to be taught the Bible? Hybels considered his 

members’ desire to be taught God’s Word by the church unreasonable. 

Hybels continued:

We should have started telling people and teaching people that they 

have to take responsibility to become “self feeders.” We should have 

gotten people, taught people, how to read their bible between service, 

how to do the spiritual practices much more aggressively on their own. 

Because what’s happening to these people, the older they get, the 

more they’re expecting the Church to feed them, when in fact, the 

more mature a Christian becomes, the more a Christian should 

become more of a self-feeder.3

Hybels was saying that the Church may be responsible for teaching all Christ 

has commanded --but only to a point; after that you’re on your own. 

Rick Warren agrees, and he goes even further. He says the problem in 

the church is “too much teaching.” Speaking via video at the Desiring God 

conference in 2010, he said, “another weakness of the church today, when it 

comes to learning, is that we’re not teaching people to be self-feeders. We’re 

doing all the feeding, instead of teaching them to feed themselves.”4  He also 

complained about his Southern Baptist upbringing and the amount of Bible 

teaching he had to endure; he sounded like a man at the end of his rope:

First on Sunday morning I would got to Sunday school, and I was 

supposed to get an application that was supposed to change my life. 

Then I would go to morning service, and I get another application that 

was supposed to change my life. Then I would come back Sunday 

night to a thing called Church training, and I was supposed to have 

another application to change my life. And then evening service, with 

another application to change my life. That’s four on one day. Then I 

was supposed to come back for midweek prayer and Bible study, 

where I was to get another application. Then maybe a Thursday 

morning study, in which I was to have another application. And then I 
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was to have a quiet time seven days a week. That’s about fourteen 

applications a week. Friend, your life can’t change that much.

Of course, Warren’s view of the Bible as a how-to manual, and his 

assumption that every encounter with the Bible should produce a life-

changing moral application are the real problem here. If you think that  

Scripture is essentially a rule book, you’ll consider this amount Bible 

teaching too much. If you think that the purpose of Bible teaching is to apply 

those rules to your life, you’ll consider this much teaching unreasonable. But 

rather than rethink his misconceptions about the Bible, Warren concludes:

We’re teaching them too much. We’re teaching them so much, that 

they can’t apply it.... There’s a wide gap between knowing and doing 

in American Christianity. And it’s caused by too much teaching. Before 

people actually apply what it is, they actually go to the next thing. And 

they can’t handle it, they can’t change that much.5  

Notice that neither Hybels or Warren offer any biblical basis for the 

idea that Christians should eventually graduate from the Church’s teaching 

and become “self-feeders.” Neither Hybels nor Warren gives any biblical 

reason for his refusal to feed Christians on the Word of God. Why? Because 

the Bible’s instruction to pastors is clear. St. Paul wrote:

Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to 

exhortation, to teaching.... Keep a close watch on yourself and on the 

teaching. Persist in this, for by so doing you will save both yourself 

and your hearers.6

I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to 

judge the living and the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: 

preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, 

rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching.7

Church leaders who refuse to be held responsible for teaching can 

hardly claim to be following the Great Commission. And remarkably, these 

self-proclaimed champions of the Great Commission interpret Jesus’ 

command to teach as a command not to teach.
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It gets worse. When it comes to the content of teaching, today’s 

champions of the Great Commission believe that the audience, not the 

message, is sovereign. Jesus says that the Church should teach everything 

he has commanded, but they disagree. They say that the Church’s message 

must be tailored to match the interests of the market. Christian pollster and 

church-growth guru George Barna describes and prescribes the teaching and 

preaching of the Church in terms of the marketplace:

To successfully market your product, you have to identify its 

prospective market... By matching the appeal of your product to the 

interests and needs of specific population segments, you can 

concentrate on getting your product to your best prospects without 

wasting resources on people who have no need or interest in your 

product... the product itself can be developed to address the special 

needs of that segment.8 

Again, and not surprisingly, Warren agrees. The customer is always right, 

whether the customer is ordering coffee or going to church. Offer customers 

whatever they want:

You go into Starbucks, do you realize how many different thousands of 

ways you can get a cup of coffee at Starbucks?  You know, half and 

half, no milk, quarter milk, soy milk, fake milk, put in the mocha, hold 

out the cappuccino, put in the frappe, take out that, you know, it’s all 

these different ways. You go into any fast food, you get a choice 

between small, medium and large or big gulp. Same is true in 

churches. Which by the way, when I go into a Starbucks and I order a 

different kind of coffee, which one’s best? The one that’s best for me.9 

Again, Church leaders who refuse to teach all that Christ has 

commanded, but allow the market to dictate what is taught, can hardly claim 

to be following the Great Commission. And again, these champions of the 

Great Commission interpret Jesus’ command to teach all whatsoever he has 

commanded as a command to teach whatever the customer wants.
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I Am Not with You, Not Really

Matthew’s Gospel and the Great Commission end with this remarkable 

promise from Jesus, “Behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 

Matthew’s Gospel begins with a very similar promise, spoken by the angel to 

Joseph:

“Do not fear to take Mary as your wife, for that which is conceived in 

her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, and you shall call his 

name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” All this took 

place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet: “Behold, the 

virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call his name 

Immanuel” (which means, God with us). 10

That Old Testament name “Immanuel” is a direct reference to Jesus’ 

bodily incarnation. Matthew is telling us that the conception and birth of 

Jesus is nothing less than the bodily, physical, incarnate presence of God on 

earth. And so it is no coincidence that Matthew ends his Gospel with Jesus’ 

promise: “I am with you always, to the end of the age.” And again, Jesus’ 

words are emphatic:

 ἰδοὺ    ἐγὼ   µεθ'    ὑµῶν    εἰµι
behold     I     with     you     I am

In Greek, the first person pronoun “I, ἐγὼ” is grammatically 

unnecessary in this sentence; the verb “I am, εἰµι” is already clear as to its 

subject.11 Jesus is emphasizing something, namely, that he personally will be 

with us until the end of the age. 

Despite Jesus’ emphasis on his on-going, personal presence with with 

the Church, many modern champions of the Great Commission make a very 

common mistake regarding his words. They believe that after his ascension, 

Jesus occupies a specific location (the right hand of God), and that he cannot 

be bodily present here on earth. They reason: “Jesus has ascended into 
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heaven. Therefore, when he says, ‘I am with you...’ he must mean that he is 

with us spiritually, not physically or bodily.” Rick Warren recently sent a 

message to his many Twitter followers confirming Jesus’ absence, “The one 

thing Jesus left behind in this world is his Church. But he will be back to get 

it.” 12 Elsewhere he writes in a similar vein:

The mission that Jesus had while on 

earth is now our mission since 

we are the Body of Christ. 

What he did in his physical 

body, we are to continue as 

his spiritual body - the 

church.13

It is a misconception also shared by 

George Barna:

The big difference between the plan 

outlined above and Jesus' experience are 

that He is not here in the flesh to jump-

start the process, and I'm proposing that 

we start with a hundred thousand people 

instead of twelve. Neither of those 

conditions should be a deal breaker, though. 

Jesus is present with us spiritually, and the 

process is the same regardless of the numbers.14

In this way of thinking, Jesus cannot be both at the right hand of God 

and here on earth. So then, at his ascension, Jesus withdrew his bodily 

presence and left only his spiritual presence. That idea might sound 

reasonable, but it is evidence of a serious misunderstanding of the 

Incarnation, one that separates the two natures in Christ --and further 

empties the Great Commission of its meaning.

Am I about to deny that Jesus ascended? Not at all. Jesus has 

ascended into heaven and is now seated at the right hand of God. But that 

doesn’t mean he isn’t still present here bodily (albeit invisibly) in his 
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incarnation. There are two reasons to maintain his ongoing presence. First, 

the right hand of God is not a particular physical location inside or outside 

the universe. Second, we cannot separate Jesus’ spiritual presence from his 

bodily presence. 

This is actually very old debate, dating to the Reformation. Regarding 

the right hand of God, the Reformers were clear. It is:

...no fixed place in heaven, as the Sacramentarians assert without any 

ground in the Holy Scriptures, but nothing else than the almighty 

power of God, which fills heaven and earth, in [possession of] which 

Christ is installed according to His humanity... this is possible to no 

other man, because no man is in such a way united with the divine 

nature, and installed in such divine almighty majesty and power 

through and in the personal union of the two natures in Christ, as 

Jesus, the Son of Mary.15

At the same time, Martin Luther himself 

was adamant that the one Person of 

Christ cannot be divided into a spiritual 

and physical presence:

Wherever you place God, there you 

must also place with him his human 

nature; they [his two natures] do not 

permit themselves to be separated or 

divided from each other. They have 

become one Person, and he does not lay 

aside the human nature, as a peasant 

takes off his garment and lays it aside when he goes to bed... Christ’s 

human nature is more closely united with God than is our skin with our 

flesh, yes, closer than are body and soul.... you cannot peel the deity 

from the humanity and put it where there is no humanity; for by that 

you would separate the Person and make the humanity a mere shell, a 

coat, which the deity could put on or off according to place or space in 

which He happens to be.16 
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In other words, when Jesus says, “I am with you always,” he means it. 

He means that he is completely with us --according to both natures, divine 

and human. 

As shocking as this may sound to pious Christian ears, Scripture’s clear 

teaching of Jesus’ incarnation simply doesn’t permit us to think of Jesus as 

spiritually, but not bodily, present. Even more shocking may be the means 

by which the Reformers thought Jesus exercises this presence with the 

Church:

...according to His assumed human nature and with the same, He can 

be, and also is, present where He will, and especially that in His 

Church and congregation on earth He is present as Mediator, Head, 

King, and High Priest, not in part, or one-half of Him only, but the 

entire person of Christ is present, to which both natures belong, the 

divine and the human; not only according to His divinity, but also 

according to, and with, His assumed human nature, according to which 

He is our Brother, and we are flesh of His flesh and bone of His bone. 

Even as He has instituted His Holy Supper for the certain 

assurance and confirmation of this, that also according to that 

nature according to which He has flesh and blood He will be 

with us, and dwell, work, and be efficacious in us.17

The Reformers taught that when Jesus says, “I am with you always,” 

he also means his real, bodily presence in the Lord’s Supper. Modern 

champions of the Great Commission would reject this possibility because 

they also reject Jesus’ words, “This is my body...This cup is the new 

covenant in my blood.” For them, Jesus doesn’t mean what he says there 

either:

Communion, or the Lord’s Supper, is an ordinance given to all 

believers by Jesus Christ to remember his sacrifice for us and to 

symbolize the new covenant. The elements of bread and wine or juice 

are symbols of Christ’s broken body and shed blood. Communion is 

not a means of salvation. Rather, it is a testament of a believer’s 

faith in the atoning work of the cross.18 
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Communion is "the believer's meal,"a sacrament intended for Jesus' 

followers, by which they acknowledge and remember His work on 

the cross—the ultimate sacrifice made on our behalf for the 

forgiveness of the sins of humankind.19

When Jesus says “this is my body,” they say he means “this symbolizes 

and reminds you of my body.” When Jesus says “I am with you always,” they 

say he means “I am not with you, not really.”

On the other hand, how much greater is the Great Commission when 

we simply take Jesus at his word, “I am with you always”? We use the term, 

“Jesus’ earthly ministry.” I’ve used it myself thousands of times. We use it to  

describe the time from Jesus’ conception to his ascension. But perhaps that 

term says something we don’t want it to say --that Jesus ended his ministry 

here on earth at his ascension. He didn’t. Jesus’ 

earthly ministry continues. He is still exercising 

his divine authority; he is still making disciples 

by baptizing and teaching; he is still with us 

--really with us-- to the end of the age.

Look at it this way: Who made the first 

disciples? Jesus did. This is what today’s 

champions of the Great Commission fail to realize: 

Jesus made the first disciples, and Jesus has made 

every disciple since. Marketing, programs and processes never made a 

single disciple. While today’s champions of the Great Commission give lip-

service to “Christ’s Mission,” they really believe it is their mission. The proof 

is that they misinterpret, explain away or ignore most of what Jesus actually 

says in the Great Commission.

Didn’t Jesus tell us to make disciples? Yes, but he also told us 

how disciples will be made, by his authority, by baptizing and teaching, by 
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him. As St. Paul would say, “we are God's fellow workers... we are 

ambassadors for Christ, God making his appeal through us.”20

Do you see how it all either stands or falls together? Once you deny 

the “I am with you” of the Great Commission, then baptism, teaching, and 

disciple-making all become our work, not Jesus’ work. Jesus is reduced to 

nothing more than a  spiritual spectator, a heaven-bound bystander, 

watching us make disciples. Other than giving us the original command, he 

really isn’t even necessary, is he?

Not So Great

If you look at how Matthew 28:18-20 is read today, you have to 

conclude that the Great Commission isn’t so great after all. Today’s 

champions of the Great Commission do not believe that the Church has been 

given authority to forgive sins on earth. They teach that disciples are made 

by our effort, powers of persuasion, salesmanship and ingenuity. They think 

that Baptism is a mere symbol, that does nothing, much less make disciples. 

They minimize the importance of doctrine, refuse to teach those crying out 

for God’s Word. All of this, in the name of a Jesus who is absent, or at best, 

only “spiritually” present. It’s evident that Lutherans who attempt to adopt 

and adapt the methodologies of Hybels, Warren and other Evangelicals have 

set themselves a monumental, even impossible, task.  

If you deny the efficacy of the Word and Baptism as Means of Grace, if 

you deny the Church’s authority to forgive sins, if you downplay doctrine, if 

you deny the on-going bodily presence of Jesus in His Church, what’s left of 

Jesus’ words in Matthew 28:18-20? 

How does the Great Commission read in many churches today?

I’m in charge. Therefore, go and make fully devoted Christ-followers 

by a process that moves people along a spiritual growth continuum. 
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After they have started on the continuum, but only when they are old 

enough, baptize them as a symbol of their commitment and 

obedience. Teach them, matching your message to their interests. But 

after they reach the level of fully-devoted Christ-follower, they should 

be “self-feeders.” And behold, I’ll be with you in spirit, but I am 

leaving. The rest is up to you. 

That isn’t the Great Commission, is it? That doesn’t sound anything 

like Jesus’ words in Matthew 28:18-20, does it? But that’s what passes for 

the Great Commission today. What has happened? The Great Commission 

has been replaced by a Not-So-Great Commission. 

It doesn’t have to be this way. Nothing about the Matthew 28:18-20 

has changed. Despite what today’s champions of the Great Commission say, 

Jesus is still with his Church, he is still exercising his divine authority to 

forgive sins through his Church, he is still making disciples of all nations by 

baptizing and teaching. The only people who don’t seem to know it are 

today’s champions of the not-so-great Commission. They think that Jesus 

retired from disciple-making 2000 years ago. He didn’t. The reason they 

have a not-so-great Commission, is that they have a not-so-great Jesus.

Jesus’ Great Commission --the real Great Commission-- is still great. It 

is great because Jesus himself is great. It is great because it is all about 

what Jesus has done, and what Jesus continues to do. Did Jesus come to 

develop a process for moving customers along a spiritual growth continuum 

until they become fully devoted Christ-followers and self-feeders? No. He 

came to live, die and rise again as the substitute for a world of sinners. Did 

he leave his Church to find its own way to make disciples for him? Not at all. 

He has ascended to fill all things, to be and remain with us as both God and 

man, in a way even greater than his “earthly ministry.” He is with us even 

now, and will be until the end of the age, forgiving sins, making disciples for 

himself by the washing and regeneration of Baptism and by teaching his 

powerful saving Word. 
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