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“Make Disciples” — June 18, 2017
Matt 28:9–10, 16–20
9Suddenly [the risen] Jesus met [the women] and said, “Greetings!” And they came to him, took hold of his feet, and worshipped him. 10Then Jesus said to them, “Do not be afraid; go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will see me” . . . .
16Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. 17When they saw him, they worshipped 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.”

This is one of the few passages where the Father, Son, and Spirit are all mentioned together, so it leads to the subject of the Trinity. The Trinity concept is really spelled out in the 4th century by the Church Fathers Basil and Gregory. They argued that the Trinity is composed of three distinct persons who are absolutely unified in spiritual qualities, nature, and purpose. Basil the Great and Gregory of Nazianzen are building on the Bible, and trying to spell out what is only implied or mentioned briefly in the Bible. 

Nevertheless, we should not under-estimate what this Matthew passage does say, and what it implies. Jesus tells them to baptize in the name of the Father, Son, and Spirit. Now, the concept of “name” implies personality. Personality entails free will, mind, and the ability to relate to other personalities. This is true even of infinite personalities. We can only speak of a Trinity concept if there is the idea of three distinct personalities, who yet are fully unified in their purpose. And we should think of the Spirit as a person.
At various places, one of the persons of the Trinity can work through one of the other persons, which shows how unified they are in nature and purpose. Jesus said “the Father is in me and I am in the Father” (John 10:38), and again, “I am in the Father and the Father is in me” (John 14:11). This indicates that these two persons are thoroughly unified in purpose and even interpenetrate each other in a spiritual way that is beyond our understanding, but which we still need to know about. Why? Well, it has something do with good works as well as belief. In these passages, Jesus speaks of believing in him, but also of doing good works and keeping his commandments. 
What Jesus tells us is meant to move us to do Godly works. Beliefs are not enough; we need ETHICAL behavior. We need the Spirit for that. We can think of Jesus working within us, but it is probably the Holy Spirit that does the actual work. The Holy Spirit creates new life, new enthusiasm, within the heart. As Paul writes, “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things” (Gal 5:22–23). 

No amount of study, no repeating of Bible passages or statements of faith can substitute for this inner rebirth, this inward revolution that produces joy and kindness and self-control. There is the spiritual life, and there is the teaching about the spiritual life. We need them both.

When the apostles baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, they would also teach of the supreme creative power of the Father, the revelatory mission and authority of the Son, and the transforming activity of the Spirit. Probably more important than the doctrine here, is recognizing and experiencing the reality of God in one’s life.
That is what disciples should experience, and that is what they should teach. Jesus’ initial point in this Matthew passage was that we should make disciples of all nations (28:19). Disciples are followers; that is what the Greek word (mathētes) signifies. And, of course, it is disciples of all nations. I don’t know how many different nations we encounter here in Plainfield. Not many, but we still need to be open to all people, from all backgrounds. God can find his way into anyone’s heart; we can’t prejudge. Have you ever noticed this, how people can surprise you?
Now, this is a very important instruction, since these are the final words in the Gospel of Matthew. Although this particular gospel focuses heavily on Jesus’ teaching to his fellow Jews and on his status as the Messiah promised in the Hebrew Scriptures, the bottom line, finally, is making disciples of all nations.

Are we to do this alone? No. His final words are “remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (28:20). Notice how friendly that sounds, how reassuring he is. He will guide Christians as they seek to preach his gospel. Preachers are not perfect. Peter was probably the best preacher in the early church, and we know he was not perfect. Paul was probably one of the best preachers ever, but he expressed anger at some of his churches. He was not perfect, and would be the first to say so.
No one’s understanding of the Bible is perfect. Those who attack the honest understanding of others, are lacking in humility.
So what can we say about fathers on this Fathers’ Day, and tie it in to the rest? I think a good father learns humility. It’s obvious that he learns responsibility, as does a mother, but there is a certain graciousness of humility that fathers can develop, if they know they’ve done their best, but that it wasn’t perfect. It’s on-the-job training. So one thing we can admire about most fathers is that they have some humor about themselves; they know they are flawed, yet responsible, beings. Jesus showed how the Father’s love radiates outwards. Today’s fathers also need to show forth love, because they are setting the example for their families. Let the Father’s love show through your family in an endless loop of circulating love.
And so even this Bible passage, which speaks of Jesus’ authority and of the reality of the Father, Son, and Spirit, should inspire humility and gratitude in us. All of us can use more of the fruits of the Spirit, more generosity, gentleness, and joy. More peace and patience. We can all become better disciples, better followers of Jesus.

