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  The degree to which I have actually succeeded in living a Great Commission, Great Compassion lifestyle is directly proportional to my great co-traveler in the journey of faith, my wife, Christie. Her compassionate heart, wise insights and dogged endurance have helped shape my life and the words I’ve written here. I joyfully dedicate this book to her.


  
FOREWORD


  
Christopher J. H. Wright


  This God thinks of everything.” He was a young Indian man, telling me his story after I had taught on Old Testament ethics at a seminar in Andhra Pradesh. He came from a Dalit (outcaste) background, experiencing poverty and injustice. He managed to get to university, where he found a Bible in Telugu on his bed (put there by Christian students of the Union of Evangelical Students of India). He opened it at random and read the story of Naboth. “That was my story,” he said, “theft of land, false trials, killing of our people.” Then he read in the next chapter about some god he had not heard of, who sent a prophet (Elijah) to condemn the oppressors—the king and queen! He could not believe it. “I never knew such a God existed.” So he started to read the Bible from the very beginning. And when he got to all the details of the law in Exodus, Leviticus and Deuteronomy, he was astonished and full of admiration. “This God thinks of everything!”


  This God gets practical. He did not leave the Israelites with high-sounding principles only—wonderful though they are (“Love your neighbor . . . love the foreigner . . . do justice”)—he fleshed it out in a detailed, practical, systemic, down-to-earth, culturally specific way. God gave us a working model of how to embody justice and compassion, in a people whom he had created to be the means of carrying out God’s own mission of blessing all nations on earth and ultimately healing the whole broken creation.


  And Jesus not only endorsed that scriptural model, he fleshed it out even further with his own teaching, often even more radical, demanding, countercultural and subversive. And then he built that into the so-called “Great Commission”: . . . “teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (which is pure Deuteronomy).


  But I’m just a Bible teacher, trying to help people see that they need the whole Bible story for their understanding and practice of mission. I get stumped when people ask me, “So what should I do? What practical advice can you give me and my church in order to have a truly holistic, integrated mission that includes word and deed, evangelism, social action, creation care and all the rest?” Now I needn’t be stumped again. I can simply recommend (or give) Paul Borthwick’s book, for Great Commission, Great Compassion is designed to answer exactly those questions and does it brilliantly well.


  Oh, by the way, that Indian man? The Indian evangelical students came to his room and led him to faith in Jesus. He had just reached reading the book of Isaiah. Sound familiar?


  
INTRODUCTION


  
Choices


  I was teaching an adult Bible class where I was articulating our church’s global involvement. I spent forty-five minutes describing our church’s generous and strategic response to the Great Commission. As I taught, I saw a young man sitting off to the side who seemed confused. I knew he was new to the life of faith, having committed himself to follow Jesus only a few months earlier.


  After class, I approached him and attempted what missionaries call “back translation.” Rather than reviewing what I had said, I wanted to know what he had heard. Since I had used the phrase “great commission” many times without clarification of its meaning, I asked, “What do you think is the Great Commission?”


  His blank facial expression indicated that he didn’t know. But he took a guess: “I’m guessing it must be maybe 30 percent.”


  Now I had the blank expression. “I don’t understand,” I replied.


  “Well,” he said, “I come from the world of sales. Ten percent would be a good commission. Twenty percent would be a better commission. So I’m guessing that 30 percent would be considered a great commission.”


  We laughed together as I explained the term, but I learned my lesson. Not everyone knows what Jesus’ Great Commission is. The most familiar Great Commission is found in Matthew 28:18-20, where Jesus says: “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” But that’s not all there is to the Great Commission. There’s much more.


  Two thousand years ago, Jesus walked the earth and invited a group of people we call disciples to follow him (Matthew 4:19). With that invitation, he also asked for a commitment that they would walk with him and learn from him (Matthew 11:28-30). Jesus issues the same invitation and asks for the same commitment today. In short, he invites us to follow him and live as his disciples.


  Jerry White describes the whole-life, open-ended commitment that we are asked to make: “We make the commitment and leave the results to God. In a sense, it’s like signing a blank check and allowing God to fill in the amount. It can be a frightening adventure. But God will never demand more from us than we have to give.”1


  Although we may make a lifetime commitment, the decision to live as a Christ-follower confronts us in a myriad of ways every day. Will I look at my resources as a gift entrusted by God, or as something that is mine to be used for my selfish purpose, with God getting the leftovers? Will I listen to God through Bible study, fellowship and prayer, or will I get preoccupied before the day starts with my own to-do list? Will I care more about the friends I know only through virtual connection on Twitter or Facebook or some other social media, or will I care for and reach out to the people right in front of me? Will I speak and live as a follower of Jesus, or will I simply try to blend in with the crowd?


  Every day we make choices. Will we turn inward and focus on the life that Jesus gives us only as it benefits our own lives? Or will we live a lifestyle that illustrates that we see and relate to the world around us through the lens of Jesus’ compassion for people and the world?


  Choices


  In one of the classes I’ve taught at Gordon College, we focus on global issues facing the global church. We cover topics related to hunger, poverty, disease, street kids and more—and we wrestle with Christian responses to these issues. At some point early in the course, I’ll ask students, “What is the greatest expression of our affluence in North America, or even in the Western world?” (I would specifically be thinking of North America, Europe or Australia, as most of my students come from middle- to upper-class families from these regions.) Their answers vary:


  
    	discretionary money that we spend on toys, junk food and other non-necessities


    	credit cards and the availability of credit


    	the size of our houses, cars, streets or closets


    	incredible access to communication and technology


    	mobility—highways, air travel, etc.

  


  But then I give my answer (which appears on the final exam, by the way): affluence of choice! I submit to them that the affluence of choice expresses our wealth more than anything else. An economically poor person has few if any choices. What to wear today? No stresses here when I have one outfit. Where to go to college or what to study? Not even under consideration. What food for breakfast or lunch or dinner? Whatever stomach-filling carbohydrate I can find! Where to live? Anyplace with shelter from the weather will suffice. Economic poverty and the conditions that surround it have taken away poor people’s choices.


  The ultimate plight of the poor is that they are without choices. They often cannot decide their living areas, diet, wardrobe or vocation. Unlike us in the affluent areas, the world’s poorest of the poor spend little time wondering, What are my plans for the week or month? Their goal is to survive the day or the week.


  In contrast, consider our American lifestyle as illustrated by an article about choices that appeared in USA Today in 2004 (I’m sure the options have increased since then):


  
    	Dreyer’s Ice Cream offered 34 flavors in 1977; they sell 250 today.


    	Arby’s, which offered one sandwich when it was founded in 1964 (Roast Beef—thus the name), now offers more than 30, most of which aren’t even roast beef.


    	When Whole Foods opened in 1974, it sold two kinds of lettuce; now it sells 40. Its stores sell 15 kinds of mushrooms, many of which weren’t sold in the USA five years ago.


    	Frito-Lay started with two chip varieties—Frito’s corn chips and Lay’s potato chips; now it has 60, and there are 24 varieties of the Lay’s potato chip.


    	Tropicana even sells orange juice with three different consistencies of pulp.2


  


  To add to these dramatic stats, a Starbucks website states, “Did you know there are over 87,000 different drink combinations at Starbucks? Why not try a syrup in your morning latte, or try soy in your mocha? A drizzle of buttery caramel on the top of your cappuccino? The possibilities are endless. . . . Discover your favorite.”3 Customers can choose from five types of milk—whole, nonfat, half and half, organic and soy. We can choose sizes, foam or no foam, three types of artificial sweetener, and even extra hot (180 degrees versus 150 to 170).


  In my middle-class, American lifestyle I face hundreds, even thousands of choices daily. And even if I decide to forsake my comfy lifestyle and move onto the streets with the poorest of the poor in some megacity like Calcutta, India, and even if I contract hepatitis and die an early death on those streets, I still chose to be there. The person dying next to me had no choice.


  Ultimately, this book is about choices. Will I choose to live as a full-on, 24/7, passionate follower of Jesus—with a lifestyle that expresses that commitment through my words and through my concern for others? Or will I look to the Bible for personal comfort, pray only for my friends and my personal needs and wants, and consciously (or subconsciously) look at Christian faith as a way to get God on my side?


  In a world where Christian books with titles like Becoming a Better You and Your Best Life Now will sell much better than something titled Take Up Your Cross Daily and Follow Me or The Cost of Discipleship, the choice is tough.


  Back to my Gordon College class: as I said earlier, the “greatest affluence” question with the answer “affluence of choice” appears on the final exam. The second part of the question builds on this: “Given this greatest affluence, what is the lordship decision that every follower of Christ faces?” Answer: What will I do with my choices? We might not choose the streets of Calcutta, but we could.


  In the pages that follow, we’ll examine Scripture and explore ongoing lifestyle issues that will confront us with choices. Some of these choices will be countercultural. Others will be crosscultural. Many will be challenging, and some will be costly.


  So I put the question to you: What will you do with your choices?


  Where This Book Came From


  As I’ve aged, I’ve noticed our ability in the Christian community to swing toward one side or the other on various pendulums. In my lifetime, I’ve been part of a number of swings:


  
    	Hyper-interest in the apocalypse (the end of the world when Jesus returns) versus preoccupation with living in and affecting the world we’re in right now.


    	Leading a presentation of the gospel with, “If you were to die today, do you know you’d go to heaven?” versus “Are you fulfilled?”


    	Propagating the miraculous sign of speaking in tongues versus fighting anyone who does.


    	Preaching an absolute reliance on the sovereignty of God versus calling Christ-followers to responsible action.

  


  Throughout the decades, the pendulum between preaching the gospel and concern for human need has swung widely. It takes on various terms—“evangelism versus social action,” or “the gospel in word versus the gospel in deed,” or “preaching justification versus advocating justice.” Each of us lives in a different context, so the side of the swing that we might favor depends on our context. Where I live in the northeastern United States, political correctness rules the day, making us Christians almost fearful of the verbal proclamation of the gospel. We prefer to quote the phrase associated with Francis of Assisi, “At all times preach the gospel; if necessary, use words.”


  In other communities, people favor the preached message but seem to prefer to leave the care of human need to other organizations or even the government—or perhaps they see poverty and human suffering as a sign of the end times. One church that I’m familiar with in Nigeria has an aggressive plan for church planting and for “getting as many people into heaven as possible,” but social concerns are secondary at best, and no such concerns appear in the church’s purpose statements.


  Thankfully, these pendulum swings are ultimately a call for the Christian community to find balance—to realize that the Christian answer is often not one extreme or the other but rather a midpoint, not either/or but both/and. Femi Adeleye, an African leader who hails from Nigeria but has had a global ministry, once stated that the evangelism–social action dichotomy is “an old debate in need of burial.”4 John Stott used the illustration that the biblical blend of evangelism and social action are like the two pieces of scissors: if one part is absent, the scissors no longer function as scissors.5 York Moore of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship promotes what he calls “justice evangelism”—preach justification through Christ alone while drawing students to Jesus by advocating student involvement in standing against injustices such as human trafficking.6


  This is my hope in this book: to call us all to a sense of biblical balance. Part one lays the foundation by examining the Great Commission imperatives of Jesus—to go, to preach, to baptize, to make disciples, to witness. Then we consider the Great Compassion, examining biblical teaching on the poor, the disenfranchised, the hurting people of our world, and what God calls us to do.


  Part two moves to the theme of choices—practical lifestyle choices that we all can make, which can help us move in the direction of what I call a “Great Commission, Great Compassion lifestyle.” I use the phrase “move in the direction” because the thought of global outreach or responding to human need is overwhelming. My hope is that the ideas of part two help us all move toward a lifestyle that is more in keeping with Jesus’ design for our living out the gospel in word and action.


  Finally, the book concludes with a summary call to live a demonstrable Christian life that touches all of the human senses: hearing, seeing, tasting, touching, smelling.


  I invite you to choose this life of commitment, to fulfill the Great Commission and live out the Great Compassion. Let’s begin!


  
PART ONE



  BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS


  In one of my Gordon College courses, Biblical and Historical Foundations for Global Mission, I start the semester with an informational quiz. Most students in this course take it as an elective. Some choose it to follow up on a Christian conference such as Passion or Urbana, where they have been challenged to think globally.1 Others choose it because their thinking about global missions has been stimulated by a short-term mission trip or a summer read of a book by John Piper or David Platt.2 Still others (I think) choose it because it’s once per week and they’ve heard that I’m an easy grader.


  All of the students profess to be Christians, and many have grown up in Christian homes, attending Christian churches and youth groups. More than 80 percent of these students have been on some sort of crosscultural service trip—either while in college or in a church youth group as a high school or middle school student.


  Why is this significant? Because when I ask on the introductory quiz for them to reference or quote or summarize any of the five Great Commission statements of Jesus, less than 20 percent have an answer. In other words, they have attended mission conferences, they grew up involved in church life and they have served on crosscultural mission teams, but they have little knowledge of the specific biblical foundational “why?” of outreach and crosscultural mission.


  I’m not singling out my Gordon College students; they are not alone. While many Christians have an intense desire to serve, they often have a weak understanding of the biblical “why we serve” or how this service corresponds to the commands and promises of Jesus.


  All this is to introduce part one of this book, where we examine the biblical “why?” of our going into all the world in obedience to Jesus’ commission and our responding to a needy world with acts of compassion.
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HOW SHOULD WE THEN LIVE?


    In the 1970s the Christian leader Francis Schaeffer gave lectures, wrote a book and eventually produced a film series simply titled How Should We Then Live?1 The title raises a question for the ages. Many Christians respond biblically by quoting the succinct summary that the prophet Micah gives. As the Lord reminds his people of his deliverance of them and calls them to repentance, Micah asks:


    With what shall I come before the LORD and bow down before the exalted God? Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves a year old? Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, with ten thousand rivers of olive oil? Shall I offer my firstborn for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? (Micah 6:6-7)


    In other words, how can I find forgiveness and show by my life that I have repented to the Lord? Micah’s conclusion summarizes his understanding of God’s ways: “He has shown you, O mortal, what is good. And what does the LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8).


    How shall we then live? With lives characterized by justice and mercy and built on a humble walk with God. Micah’s words echo words stated by Moses centuries earlier as he called the Israelites to a life that would be pleasing to God: “And now, Israel, what does the LORD your God ask of you but to fear the LORD your God, to walk in obedience to him, to love him, to serve the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to observe the LORD’s commands and decrees that I am giving you today for your own good?” (Deuteronomy 10:12-13). Micah starts with a call to justice and mercy in human relationships but founds it on a humble walk or relationship with God. Moses begins with a strong emphasis on a whole-hearted vertical relationship with God (fear him, obey him, love him, serve him), but we know from reading the Old Testament that “observing the Lord’s commands and decrees” is carried out in horizontal human relationships.2 Obeying these will obviously be for everyone’s good.


    Love of God and Others in the New Testament


    In response to the “how shall we then live?” question asked by a religious man, Jesus illustrated vividly that a relationship with God is always demonstrated in a life of mercy.


    On one occasion an expert in the law stood up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he asked, “what must I do to inherit eternal life?”


    “What is written in the Law?” he replied. “How do you read it?”


    He answered, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind’; and, ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’”


    “You have answered correctly,” Jesus replied. “Do this and you will live.” (Luke 10:25-28)


    The expert of the law specialized in living out the technicalities of the religious teachings, so he asked for clarification, apparently to show himself righteous to Jesus and to the listeners.


    But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, “And who is my neighbor?”


    In reply Jesus said: “A man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when he was attacked by robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leaving him half dead. A priest happened to be going down the same road, and when he saw the man, he passed by on the other side. So too, a Levite, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan, as he traveled, came where the man was; and when he saw him, he took pity on him. He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he put the man on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and took care of him. The next day he took out two denarii and gave them to the innkeeper. ‘Look after him,’ he said, ‘and when I return, I will reimburse you for any extra expense you may have.’


    “Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of robbers?”


    The expert in the law replied, “The one who had mercy on him.” (Luke 10:29-37)


    The religiously righteous “passed by on the other side.” Perhaps they were late for services at the temple, or they simply did not want to render themselves unclean by touching this beaten stranger. And besides, who knows? Maybe he had been beaten because he deserved it? Or perhaps he was faking so that when a merciful person came to his aid, his hidden accomplices would rob the helper.


    We don’t know why they didn’t stop, but a merciful man did. He bandaged the victim and took him to an inn and basically left his credit card account open, telling the innkeeper, “charge his expenses to me.” Jesus said that this is what it means to love your neighbor as yourself. And, to the shock of the religious Jewish law expert, Jesus identified the merciful man as a Samaritan. The religious man couldn’t bring himself to say “the Samaritan.” Instead he simply said “the one who had mercy on him.” For a religious Jew of the first century, Samaritans were outcasts, religiously unacceptable and not part of the chosen race.3 Yet it was this man who demonstrated mercy.


    “Jesus told him, ‘Go and do likewise’” (Luke 10:37). Jesus’ response—the two great commandments and the parable—illustrate that a life pleasing to God is built on a personal relationship with God that flows outward toward others. James expresses this concept as he articulates the balance of faith and deeds:


    What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save them? Suppose a brother or a sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to them, “Go in peace; keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead.


    But someone will say, “You have faith; I have deeds.”


    Show me your faith without deeds, and I will show you my faith by my deeds. You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder.


    You foolish person, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is useless? Was not our father Abraham considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his faith was made complete by what he did. And the scripture was fulfilled that says, “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness,” and he was called God’s friend. You see that a person is considered righteous by what they do and not by faith alone.


    In the same way, was not even Rahab the prostitute considered righteous for what she did when she gave lodging to the spies and sent them off in a different direction? As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead. (James 2:14-26)


    The apostle John puts it another way:


    Anyone who claims to be in the light but hates a brother or sister is still in the darkness. Anyone who loves their brother and sister lives in the light, and there is nothing in them to make them stumble. But anyone who hates a brother or sister is in the darkness and walks around in the darkness. They do not know where they are going, because the darkness has blinded them. (1 John 2:9-11)


    Mercy and justice, faith and works, love of God and love of others. The pairs are inseparable. And, as we’ll see in the chapters ahead, we are called to a life that shares Jesus Christ verbally and demonstrates the good news of the gospel with tangible action.


    Justice, Peace, Truth, Freedom


    On Christmas Eve 2014, Dr. David Epstein, pastor of Calvary Baptist Church in New York City, spoke the Christmas story into the immense racial tensions dividing his city at the time. The city and the nation were in the midst of racial tensions caused by conflict related to black men killed by white policemen, followed by the assassination of two New York City policemen (Hispanic and Asian) just before Christmas. Dr. Epstein built his thoughts off of one of the slogans of protestors, “no peace without justice.” He agreed:


    Indeed, there will be no peace without justice. But there will be no peace and justice without truth and grace, because the truth sets us free, and only free people can bring peace and justice, and only gracious people can bring reconciliation. And there is no truth and grace without worship of the One who is the source of all peace, justice, truth and grace.4


    Standing for justice and peace and reconciliation flows from a living, vital relationship with God through Jesus. The follower of Jesus—the disciple—relates to the issues of the day in the world because he or she sees that world through the grace and truth found in Jesus Christ. Grace to care for those in need coincides with the desire to demonstrate Jesus as truth by deeds and share him by words. Practice and proclamation are the two hands of the gospel. Christians sometimes try to live a one-handed lifestyle, but a complete Christian lifestyle requires both hands.


    In these next few chapters, we’ll find biblical responses to the question, How shall we then live? By evaluating the final imperatives that Jesus gave us and examining biblical teaching on living compassionately, we’ll have a scriptural foundation for the Great Commission, Great Compassion lifestyle.
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COMMISSION AND CONTEXT


    
Living Out Jesus’ Final Imperatives


    Right around the turn of the new millennium, my Boston region and even the nation followed with morbid fascination the story of the disposal of the remains of deceased baseball legend Ted Williams. Surviving family members couldn’t agree whether to bury him or preserve his remains in a cryogenically frozen state in the event that future researchers discovered a way to conquer issues of aging and death and eventually resuscitate Mr. Williams.


    The story illustrates a problem that should cause everyone age fifty and above to review his or her will. The conflict over the disposal of Williams’s body evidently occurred because he did not make his last wishes clear!


    A “last will and testament” states as clearly as possible what the person wants done with resources, properties and even his or her body after departure. Why? So that survivors have no questions as to what their loved one desired. When my mother died, she had laid out everything for us: her will, her burial wishes and other details, right down to planning the hymns, speakers and soloists for her funeral. It made our actions easy because she had clearly outlined what we were to do. Unlike Ted Williams, my mom had made her last wishes clear.


    The Last Wishes of Jesus


    Jesus’ last wishes appear at the end of each of the four Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John) as well as just before Jesus’ ascension recorded in Acts 1. Jesus did indeed make his wishes, his commands and his promises clear to all of us before he ascended into heaven and sent the Holy Spirit. We have these so that we, as his children, know exactly what we should be doing.


    These words, especially as they appear in Matthew’s Gospel, are often called “The Great Commission.” Let’s review the five passages.


    Matthew 28:18-20. Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”


    Given that this is the passage most likely to occur in your Bible under the words “The Great Commission,” it’s worth reading Matthew 28:18-20 again from another version—Eugene Peterson’s The Message. He paraphrases:


    Jesus, undeterred, went right ahead and gave his charge: “God authorized and commanded me to commission you: Go out and train everyone you meet, far and near, in this way of life, marking them by baptism in the threefold name: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Then instruct them in the practice of all I have commanded you. I’ll be with you as you do this, day after day after day, right up to the end of the age.”


    Mark 16:15-18. He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all creation. Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved, but whoever does not believe will be condemned. And these signs will accompany those who believe: In my name they will drive out demons; they will speak in new tongues; they will pick up snakes with their hands; and when they drink deadly poison, it will not hurt them at all; they will place their hands on sick people, and they will get well.”


    Luke 24:45-49. (Luke’s first volume) Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. He told them, “This is what is written: The Messiah will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. You are witnesses of these things. I am going to send you what my Father has promised; but stay in the city until you have been clothed with power from on high.”


    Acts 1:8. (Luke’s second volume) “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”


    John 20:21-23. Again Jesus said, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” And with that he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.”


    Combine these statements and the conclusion is unavoidable: Jesus wants us to go. He calls us to be on mission, to be 24/7 available as witnesses and to join the work he started. We might respond, “I’m on the go enough. I need to slow down.” But these are not verses about intensifying our schedules, or getting more activity out of every moment, or maximizing the use of schedulers and planners so that our busyness can increase. These verses are Jesus’ closing imperatives that call us to greater purpose—which is far different from busyness.


    To help associate Jesus’ imperatives with the idea of being sent by him into the world, I like to refer to these passages as Jesus’ “great GO-mission” statements. Before we evaluate the where, the how and the what details of these statements, let’s review their context.


    Original Context


    To understand the gravity of these words, we need to remember that all of these statements are post-resurrection. Jesus made them all during the forty days he walked the earth after his resurrection and before his ascension into heaven.


    It’s important to note that these are not one teaching recorded in different ways by different authors. Jesus gave these commissions in various times and settings. Matthew’s is definitely in Galilee; Mark’s is in either Jerusalem or Bethany; Luke’s is definitely in Jerusalem and the Acts account is definitely in Bethany; John’s is in Jerusalem, but the wording is completely different from all of the other statements. John’s record occurs on Easter night immediately after the resurrection, and Jesus’ words in Acts 1:8 immediately precede his ascension. The other statements occur over those forty days.


    Why is this important? Jesus is, in effect, repeating and rephrasing his statements as if to say, “if you didn’t get this the first time, let me repeat it again in a revised way.” In light of the fact that we have very little post-resurrection material, the fact that these instructions appear several times underscores their importance.


    We also need to keep Jesus’ listeners in mind. Jesus gives all of these statements to people whose failure and denial of Christ is fresh in their minds. They had denied or abandoned Jesus hours or days before. They were not standing in front of Jesus hoping for a new challenge. They were bruised and ashamed of their cowardice. When he commands them to be witnesses or to preach the gospel to everyone ­everywhere, I can imagine them thinking to themselves, You have got to be kidding, Jesus. We couldn’t even stand up for you right here in Jerusalem, and you’re talking about the “ends of the earth”?


    And don’t forget, Jesus’ audience was almost entirely Jewish, with some like Simon the Zealot part of a group that absolutely wanted Jesus to overthrow Rome. It’s safe to say that all of Jesus’ disciples were highly ethnocentric and resistant to the people to whom Jesus wanted to send them. They likely would have understood phrases like “all nations” (Matthew and Luke), “all creation” (Mark) or “to the ends of the earth” (Acts) as referring to dispersed Jews all over the world. But when Jesus gets specific and mentions both Judaea and Samaria (Acts) they would have known that Jesus was taking them outside their comfort zone. Samaritans were despised half-breeds that their parents had taught them to avoid.


    Again concerning context: all of these statements come very soon after Jesus’ resurrection—within hours or days. We need to keep this in mind when we hear the words that Jesus uses. When he says “authority” (Matthew 28), the disciples (who had seen his miracle-working powers already) immediately realized that Jesus has just demonstrated God’s authoritative power over death and indeed over the Roman government. The grave could not hold him. I imagine the picture Matthew gives of Jesus talking to his disciples. As he begins what we have recorded as Matthew 28:18, stretching out his arms and saying, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me,” I envision the disciples’ awe as the daylight behind Jesus shines through the nail holes in his hands. All authority indeed!


    Luke’s word power (Luke, Acts) reminded the disciples of the earthquake that accompanied Jesus’ death and tore open the Holy of Holies in the temple.1 They remembered the neutralized soldiers and the stone rolled away from the grave. The power of the Holy Spirit that raised Jesus from the dead is being promised to them.


    Luke also uses the word witnesses in both Luke 24 and Acts 1. The disciples knew that they were first and foremost witnesses of the resurrected Christ. It is this risen Savior to whom they would bear witness, even to the point of death.2


    Finally, we should remember that the last words of a leader are given extra importance in the Bible and the cultures of the Bible, both Old and New Testaments. Genesis 49 records Jacob’s words of blessing and prophecy to his twelve sons. We have Moses’ last words to the people of Israel and to Joshua in Deuteronomy 31–33. David’s last words to his son Solomon appear in 1 Kings 2. Elijah and Elisha’s final conversation is written in 2 Kings 2.


    The pattern repeats in the New Testament. Paul’s farewell speech to the Ephesian elders appears in Acts 20:17-35, and Paul’s second letter to Timothy serves as Paul’s last will and testament. The fact that all of the Gospels culminate in commissions underscores these last words of Jesus to his disciples and to us. Again, in effect Jesus is saying, “This is what I want you to remember most!”


    Sent Out with Superlatives


    The most famous of the Great Commission statements of Jesus occurs in Matthew 28:18-20. A few years ago, while serving as a guest speaker at a church pastored by a friend, I took a fresh look at this familiar passage. My friend had asked me to challenge his congregation toward outreach as a new church season started. As I pondered these last words of Jesus, the superlatives simply jumped off the page.


    The resurrected Jesus begins by establishing our platform for outreach: his supreme authority. “All authority” is his. Our commission into the world is not denominational or local church based. It is not primarily motivated by human need or by strategic opportunity. We’re sent out by the authority of Jesus. And it’s no small authority; it’s all authority—in heaven and on earth.


    Knowing that we stand on his authority gives us boldness to speak (look at the disciples in the book of Acts). It gives us courage because we realize that the authority behind us is the power that raised Jesus from the dead. It empowers us to address the pluralistic spirit that proclaims all “truths” are equal and none are absolute. When we go out in outreach and proclamation to others, we stand on the superlative authority of Jesus.


    Jesus goes on to give the content of our proclamation: teaching others to obey all that he taught. As we are going into the world, we are supposed to teach all things that Jesus commanded. We cannot pick our favorite texts at the expense of the tough ones. Nor can we serve people just the sweet parts of biblical faith, a sort of Christianity lite.


    Our commission is to teach everything that Jesus taught and exemplified. We cannot avoid the stuff about standing strong in the face of hardship, the challenges to take up our cross daily and the exhortation to forgive the people who have hurt us. We need Jesus’ superlative authority to enable us to teach his superlative truth.


    Then Jesus articulates the destination of our outreach: all nations (or all ethnic groups). We cannot focus just on the people who look like us or fit into our culturally specific enclave. Jesus wants no one to be left out. His superlative vision is for all the peoples on earth.


    With all the diverse ethnicities of the world in mind, our outreach includes our closest neighbors; but Jesus likewise opens our eyes to the Cambodian woman at the supermarket, the gang member on the bus, the Muslim who owns the 7-Eleven and the physically handicapped person who we might find easy to overlook. Jesus says, “God so loved the world, and I want you to love the world too.”


    The platform of Jesus’ authority stands strong, but teaching “all things” and going to “all nations” seems overwhelming. To keep us from being intimidated by the challenge, Jesus closes with a superlative promise: “I am with you always.” In other words, Jesus says, “There’s no place you can go that I won’t go with you. I’ll give you the words to speak and the love to share. I’ll be the one empowering your words, and I’m the one who can break through to enlighten peoples’ hearts.”


    We’re sent out on a superlative mission by a supreme Lord. All his truth must be proclaimed. All people must have a chance to respond to his love. But don’t worry—he’s not just the supreme commander, he’s also the supreme companion.

  


  
    - 3 -


    
FIVE GREAT COMMISSIONS, ONE BY ONE


    On a long journey home from Hong Kong to Chicago, with a fourteen-hour flight, I boarded the plane and sat down in 35C. I immediately prayed for the people who would occupy 35A and 35B; I prayed that we could have a worthwhile conversation and that I might be able to share my faith. A woman, Nancy, returning home to Ohio sat in 35A, and we exchanged cordial greetings. Then a man, Bob, entered to sit in 35B; he was going home to suburban Chicago. Bob was quite drunk as he entered, and he started making loud, rude and crude jokes, many of which were sexual in nature.
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