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“Creating a New World”
Matthew 28:16-20 July 14, 2019

16Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the 
mountain to which Jesus had directed them. 17When 
they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. 
18And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority 
in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit, 20and teaching them to obey everything 
that I have commanded you. And remember, I am 
with you always, to the end of the age.”

  —Matthew 28:16-20

These concluding verses of Matthew’s Gospel have 
come to be known as the “great commission”—to make 
disciples of all the nations. Before turning specifically 
to the content of this commission, let us note that it 
is framed within the lordship of Jesus—“all authority 
in heaven and earth has been given to me”—and the 
presence of Jesus—“I am with you always, to the end 
of the age.”

This is a crucially important reminder that the 
commission given here proceeds by the power and 
presence of God. The followers of Jesus throughout 
history who have been baptized into solidarity with 
him and have therefore inherited this commission are 
not left to fulfill it on our own—the Lord is with us in 
this work and ultimately it belongs to God, not us.

In order to understand the content of the commission 
Jesus gives here to his disciples and by extension the 
church, it will be helpful to know something about 
the nature and structure of Matthew’s Gospel. It has 
particularly deep roots in Judaism. While this is true 
of all the gospels and the New Testament generally, it is 
particularly true of Matthew. Scholars have long noted 
that five distinct sections that give overall shape to the 
work. This fivefold structure reflects the foundational 

document of Judaism, the Pentateuch (the first five 
books of what Christians refer to as the Old Testament). 
At the heart of the Pentateuch is God’s covenant with 
Abraham; the story of Moses and the exodus from Egypt; 
the creation of a new community under God; and the 
giving of the laws by which the community was to live. 
The fivefold structure of Matthew implies that the story 
of Jesus is analogous to the ancient story of Israel.

These connections show up in many of the particular 
details found in Matthew. For instance, the teaching 
material contained in chapters 5-7 is known as “the 
Sermon on the Mount”—yet Matthew is the only 
gospel that says Jesus taught this from a mountain. In 
Matthew’s account, Jesus is pictured as a new Moses, 
revealing God’s will from a mountain, a new Sinai. This 
is indicative of the central theme of Matthew: Jesus is a 
new Moses leading a new exodus from a new pharaoh 
into a new way of life in keeping with the covenant 
God made with Abraham.

This background has led scholars to note the 
correlation between the “great commission” in Matthew 
28 and God’s covenant with Abraham in Genesis 12, 
“Go … and I will make you a great nation … so that you 
will be a blessing … to all the nations of the earth.” The 
two commissions are indivisibly linked, showing that 
the Jesus story is intended as a continuation of Israel’s 
story with a common concern—the creation of a new 
community formed by God’s love and committed to 
the establishment of that love throughout the earth in 
order to bring about a new world—a world where the 
will of God is done on earth as in heaven.

In the Hebrew tradition, this vision of a new world 
is profoundly captured in the words of the prophet 
Isaiah that we’ve heard this morning in our first lesson. 
A world in which “no more shall the sound of weeping 
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be heard in it, or the cry of distress. No more shall there 
be in it an infant that lives but a few days, or an old 
person who does not live out a lifetime … They shall 
not build and another inhabit; they shall not plant and 
another eat; for like the days of a tree shall the days of 
my people be, and my chosen shall long enjoy the work 
of their hands. They shall not labor in vain or bear 
children for calamity … The wolf and the lamb shall 
feed together; the lion shall eat straw like the ox.” This 
is a vision of an alternative to the reality we see around 
us—a vision of a world where everyone has enough 
and no one needs to be afraid.

This is the world God intended from the beginning. 
Creation is a manifestation of the expansive love of 
God, in which God seeks to extend the love shared 
and expressed in the divine life, by bringing into 
being another reality, that which is not God, with the 
intention of drawing the created order and all people to 
participate in the divine fellowship of love. However, 
human beings, created in God’s image, rebelled against 
this love. Instead of seeking the well-being of our 
fellow humans, we have sought our own good at the 
expense of others and established oppressive societies 
that colonize and marginalize its citizens, particularly 
the powerless and vulnerable.

In response to this rebellion, God made a covenant 
with Abraham and called a people to bless the nations 
of the world. In response to this rebellion, Jesus is 
sent into the world not to condemn the world but to 
redeem it through a life of humility, service, obedience, 
and death for the sake of others. But the death of 
Jesus is not the end of the story. Instead, leading New 
Testament scholar N. T. Wright describes the death of 
Jesus as “the day the revolution began.” Jesus institutes 
a covenant of vocation whereby he commissions his 
followers to go to the nations and make disciples who 
will follow his way of life and create a new world, the 
realization of Isaiah’s vision, the Kingdom of God—
here and now, on this earth.

As we noted at the outset, this is God’s mission, not 
ours, and we are dependent on the power and presence 
of God for its fulfillment. Having said that, it is also 

important to understand that God has chosen us 
to share in this work; to be sure, it will not happen 
without God; but neither will it happen without our 
faithful participation. We are called not just to believe 
the gospel, not just to believe in Jesus, but to become 
the gospel be being disciples of Jesus. In this way, we 
share in God’s life by sharing in God’s work of bringing 
about the world God intends. Hence, the mission of 
the church needs to reflect the scope and size of God’s 
intentions for the world. What might this look like?

One articulation church’s calling is the “Five Marks 
of Mission” articulated by the Anglican Church in the 
1980s and since affirmed by much of international and 
ecumenical Christianity. While these “marks” are not 
a complete definition of mission, they are rich with 
significance and point effectively to the holistic scope 
of God’s work in the world. They are:

Evangelism: 
 to proclaim the good news of God’s Kingdom
Formation: 
 to teach, baptize, and nurture new followers in  

 the ways of God
Compassion: 
 to respond to human need by loving service
Justice: 
 to transform unjust structures of society
Creation Care: 
 to safeguard creation, sustaining and renewing  

 the life of the earth

All of these intrinsically flow from the commitment 
to the Lordship of Jesus and the establishment of the 
Kingdom of God, a new world where everyone has 
enough and no one needs to be afraid. The realization of 
this vision accounts for Jesus commission to the eleven 
at the end of Matthew’s gospel to go and make disciples 
of the nations, teaching them to obey everything he 
commanded—the ways of the Kingdom. The making 
of disciples is God’s plan for creating a new world and 
establishing the Kingdom of God. It is a slow process 
that requires longstanding faithfulness in the face of 
difficult and seemingly insurmountable circumstances.
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This is why Jesus compares the Kingdom to a mustard 
seed (Matthew 13:31-32): “The kingdom of heaven is 
like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in 
his field; it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it 
has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a 
tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in 
its branches.” The growth of the Kingdom is slow and 
sometimes even imperceptible, but in time it produces 
a harvest of righteousness for all.

Three final points: the first should be obvious but 
is sometimes missed. The work of making disciples is 
the calling of the whole church, not a select few. All 
baptized followers of Jesus Christ are tasked with this 
commission in accordance with our various gifts and 
talents. Everyone has a role in this work. However, we 
cannot make disciples if we are not disciples ourselves. 
The great commission is a challenge to continually take 
stock of our own faithfulness as disciples of Jesus.

Second, the work of this commission is both 
challenging and costly; Jesus regularly warns his 
would-be followers to count the cost of following 
him. However, this life of discipleship is also a life of 
abundance filled with joy, peace, and rest. Jesus says 
(Matthew 11:28-30): “Come to me, all you that are 
weary and are carrying heavy burdens and I will give 
you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; 
for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find 
rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden 
is light.”

Third, the text tells us that even as the eleven 
gathered on the mountain to worship Jesus and receive 
this commission to make disciples, “some doubted.” I 
suspect they had some of the same questions that many 
of us have this morning. Is the vision of the Kingdom, 
proclaimed by Jesus, really possible, or is it simply an 
unobtainable utopia? Can we really make that much 
difference in such a big world? Is this movement 
really worth my full investment? Will everything 
really work out in the end? South African missiologist 
David Bosch comments on this common human 
experience of doubt at the end of his magisterial work, 
Transforming Mission (532): The mission of the church 

is to participate fully in the liberating work of God in 
Jesus “wagering on a future that verifiable experience 
seems to belie.” May it be so, Lord Jesus!


