5 May 2013 : Matthew 28 : 16-20    [p. 1001] 
Imagine what it would have been like to stand on that mountain-top with Jesus, to hear His words, to watch Him go. Imagine the conversations that would have taken place on the way back down the mountain again, going over and over everything Jesus had said, trying to make sense of it all, indeed trying to make sense of everything that had happened these past three and a half years or so.

That’s what we’ll try to do today, to make sense of these words in the situation in which we find ourselves, a situation at once very different from that of Israel during the Roman occupation, but also remarkably similar despite the passage of so many years. Like the first disciples, we find ourselves as a minority, ignored by some, laughed at by others, positively detested by a few because of their own agenda.

Like the first disciples, we find ourselves governed by people who have no interest in, nor understanding of, what drives our lives. Some of our leaders pay lip-service to the place of religion or spirituality in the life of the nation, cherry-picking from the gospel – or, more accurately, their genetically modified picture of the gospel – a few isolated tenets of our faith, out of context, that they see as chiming in with their manifesto.
But all of this with absolutely no acknowledgement of what is truly central to our life and hope, how the God and Father of all humanity made Himself known, once and for all, in the person of Jesus His Son ; who reached out with the transforming love of the Father to all who needed it and changed their lives from the inside out forever ; who took that love to and beyond the final frontier of death itself, offering His own life, perfect in every way, in our place to pay off completely and forever our failures ; who rose again, miraculously, at Easter, the first-fruits of the resurrection of all humanity.

Like the Roman Empire 2,000 years ago, there is a great official show of tolerance for all religions and philosophies, but beneath it a stubborn intolerance, which I consider to be demonic in origin, for our belief in particular. Why? Because we believe that God revealed His love, His grace, His mercy, His power, His being, His personality, His all, uniquely in Jesus His Son. That is what the Bible teaches us. That is what we believe. 

The night before He was crucified, Jesus said [John 14 : 9-11] : Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father. Don’t you believe that I am in the Father, and that the Father is in me? The words I say to you I do not speak on my own authority. Rather, it is the Father, living in me, who is doing his work. Believe me when I say that I am in the Father and the Father is in me; or at least believe on the evidence of the works themselves. Jesus is saying, in so many words, that He is totally one with God.
Paul picks this up and runs with it in Colossians 1 : Christ is the visible image of the invisible God. God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross. In Christ alone our hope is found.
That is what sticks in the throat of those who would much prefer to sit on the fence of – well, whatever you want to call it : inclusion, equality, diversity, humanism, but when you scratch the surface it all boils down to one thing, self-righteousness – the mistaken belief, held by so many good, decent, likeable, honourable but, sadly, mistaken people that our “salvation” for want of a better word, is all down to what we do.

I don’t know about you, but I thank God that my salvation isn’t down to what I do, or I’d be on-line panic-buying asbestos suits and fire-extinguishers! The Good News we hold dear is that it’s all down to Jesus and what He, and He alone, has already done for me, the one-off unique offering to bridge the otherwise unbridgeable gap between a God who is perfect in holiness and a creation that’s anything but. In Heaven there is no place for any imperfection. Thank God for the grace He poured out in Jesus, through the shedding of His blood, by which you and I are counted perfect and righteous.

To you and me, who have received that glorious gospel of God’s grace with gratitude, that’s good news. But to others, the offence of the gospel is precisely the underserved love and goodness of God which takes no account of any merit of our own, but only the finished work of Jesus. That fries the brains of those who have never met Jesus. If, like me, you remember hiding behind the settee hearing the scary metallic voice of the Dalek in Dr Who coming out of the 15” black-and-white TV : it does not compute.  
That’s how so many people react to the gospel. Now, please don’t misunderstand, I’m NOT calling those who don’t share our faith Daleks! Not that I’m afraid they would come after me shouting Exterminate! But it would be mean!! I think, though, it is fair to say that only the good news of Jesus can make us truly human in the way God always intended. Without Jesus in our heart, our spirit isn’t fully alive, we’re only body, mind and emotions but no vital spark – yes, another TV programme of a golden age!

It is the love and compassion of Jesus for those who are not yet free to enjoy that gift of life in abundance, to the full, till it overflows, that lies behind the God-given mission of the church. On the mountain Jesus commanded the disciples, a command that cascades to us through the centuries, to take out the gospel of free and underserved grace, to be received by simple, childlike faith. How do we do it? The same way Jesus did it. Reach out, welcome people into the body of Christ, and teach them to follow Him, to be like Him. There are two aspects to this outreach, words and actions. Watch how Jesus did it. 
Throughout the gospels, as we’ve seen in our 4 years with Matthew, there were usually 2 aspects to the ministry of Jesus. One, He would address an immediate physical or social need. Two, He would address the underlying spiritual need. It wasn’t either/or, it was both/and. Let’s spend a moment going back through Matthew to see this working.
Matthew 4.23 : Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom, and healing every disease and illness among the people. During the weekly services of worship Jesus taught and healed. Actions to deal with the physical need, words to deal with the spiritual need. 
Matthew 9.2 : Some men brought to him a paralysed man, lying on a mat. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the man, ‘Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven.’ This is a really significant one, because here Jesus healed the disease of the body by healing the spiritual disease. The man was crippled by guilt, and without dealing with that issue, any physical improvement would be temporary. Jesus dealt with the whole person.

In Matthew 11, John the Baptist is languishing in jail, facing death, and even this great man of God has a momentary wobble, so he sends his followers to Jesus : to ask him, ‘Are you the one who is to come, or should we expect someone else?’ Jesus replied, ‘Go back and report to John what you hear and see: the blind receive sight, the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the good news is proclaimed to the poor. 

The evidence offered to John is that Jesus met the needs of the whole person, not making the same mistake that most of the traditional denominational church does of setting artificial distinctions between things of the soul, that the church can deal with, and things of the body, that the church shouldn’t get involved with. If God made us, spirit, soul AND body, God cares for us, spirit, soul AND body. If Jesus attended to the needs of the whole person, spirit, soul AND body, the church as His body now ought to be attending needs of the whole person, spirit, soul AND body. We understand that?
We could go on and deal with the feeding of the 5,000 in Matthew 14, stilling the storm in the same chapter, and so on, but the point is made. In our text today we read : 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, baptising 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.’
We call this the Great Commission. Usually we focus on the task given to us by Jesus, but in fact the word “commission” doesn’t refer so much to the job as to the authority to do the job. In the armed forces, a commission is a conferring of authority. If you are a commissioned officer in the army, your commission comes from the Queen herself. Not only are you in authority over those beneath you in the management structure of the army, but as you do that you are acting in the name of name, and with the authority of, Her Majesty herself. Now, does this shed some extra light on Matthew 28.18-20?

Jesus is declaring that He has all authority over heaven and earth, given to Him by His Father, and now that He is about to go back to His Father, He is handing over that “all authority over heaven and earth” to His followers, to the people He has saved from sin and death, the people He has saved for mission and ministry to the rest of the world. Which, by the way, for avoidance of doubt, would be you and me. Here, Jesus hands over the baton to the disciples, and then, in turn, through the ages of faith, to us.  

We are to share the whole gospel, enabling people to be truly human, to fulfil their true God-given destiny, to enjoy God’s gift of life in abundance, to the full, till it overflows. We are to minister to the whole person, spirit, soul and body, doing what Jesus did and teaching others to do the same. And we are to do this not because it’s a good idea but because it’s a God-idea. We don’t do it in our own name, not even in the name of Ale & Teviot United Church, nor even of the Church of Scotland, but in the name of Jesus.

Never lose sight of how powerful and how authoritative the Name of Jesus is. Jesus Himself clearly teaches in John 14.12-13 :  Very truly I tell you, whoever believes in me will do the works I have been doing, and they will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father.  And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in the Son. 
Have you ever noticed that the New Testament, especially the words of Jesus, often plays havoc with our theology, our beliefs, our traditions? I’ll let you into a wee secret. If what we believe and what Jesus teaches come into conflict, one of us must change the way we think, and I’ll leave you to have a guess at which one! And I’ll let you into another wee secret. When we let the Word change the way we think, it’s a liberation, as we get rid of one more obstacle to walking in true freedom and fulfilment. 

Let me finish, and say goodbye [or more accurately, au revoir] to Matthew today by giving you what I hope will be a word of real encouragement and uplift. These verses tell us that you and I are officers of the Kingdom of God, with a royal commission issued by no less than the King of Kings and Lord of Lords Himself. These verses, as supported by the others I’ve shared with you today, reassure us that we are authorised to do the things that Jesus did, with the same authority that Jesus exercised.

Together with one another, and more importantly, together with Jesus, we can change the world, one day and one person at a time if necessary, meeting every human need, of spirit, soul and body, in the power and authority of Jesus’ Name. Indeed, that is why God put us here. So let’s stand to attention. Be bold and be strong, for the Lord our God is with us, and nothing is too difficult for Him
