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Introduction
The seal of the Baptist university where I
teach has the Greek text of a portion of
Matthew 28:19, which translates into En-
glish as, “Make disciples of all nations.”
The founders of the school, like many of
our spiritual ancestors, wanted to empha-
size that this commission is essential to the
Christian faith. The importance many be-
lievers attach to this passage is consistent
with the prominent place it occupies in
Matthew’s gospel. That the commission
provides the climactic conclusion of
Matthew’s account of the ministry and
message of Jesus indicates that this is a
charge he wanted the reader to remem-
ber. Not only does the position of the com-
mission indicate its significance, but
scholars have frequently noted that this
passage summarizes the major themes of
Matthew. As Donald Hagner says, “For
these words, perhaps more than any oth-
ers, distill the outlook and various empha-
ses of the Gospel.”1  This exegetical study
focuses on what is perhaps the most im-
portant teaching of our Lord concerning
the mission of his people.

Exegesis
A survey of the literature on the Great

Commission indicates that many scholars
are unconvinced that Jesus ever actually
gave this commission. The recent Jesus
Seminar, for example, contends that Jesus
gave no “missionary” mandate at all. The

contributors reject the authenticity of the
whole passage for two reasons. First, the
commission in Matthew differs signifi-
cantly from the other “commissions”
found in Luke 24:47-48 (cf. Ac 1:8) and
John 20:22-23. Robert Funk argues, “These
commissions have little in common,
which indicates that they have been cre-
ated by the individual evangelists to ex-
press their conception of the future of the
Jesus movement. As a consequence they
cannot be traced back to Jesus.”2

B. Hubbard has shown, however, that
the different commissionings share impor-
tant characteristics. In fact, he concludes
that a “proto-commission” predates the
canonical gospels.3

The “Fellows” of the seminar also be-
lieve that since words important to Mat-
thew are found in the Great Commission,
then he (Matthew) is probably the author
of the commission.4  The logic seems to be
that since words important to Matthew
appear here then they cannot be Jesus’
words. Few evangelical scholars, how-
ever, are contending that these words are
the ipsissima verba Jesu. Rather, they con-
tend that Matthew shaped the sayings of
Jesus and used his own words to summa-
rize those sayings.5 Still, they believe the
Great Commission was an actual event
that transpired at the end of Jesus’ own
time on earth.

Yet another challenge to the authentic-
ity of this commission comes from those
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who believe that post-Jesus theological
statements are present in the commission.
We will examine those problematic state-
ments in the exegetical section. For now
it is enough to say that there is nothing
unusual or illogical about approaching the
study of the commission with the presup-
position that Jesus wanted his followers
to continue and spread that which he had
begun. Was his mission and purpose on
earth important enough to die for but not
important enough to continue?

In addition to authenticity, there has
also been a good deal of study into the
possible existence of a literary form (or
Gattung) after which this commission was
modeled. The results of these studies have
not been conclusive, however, and most
doubt that Matthew is following a particu-
lar Gattung.6  It seems Meier is correct
when he says that the commission sui

generis.7  Therefore, since there is no
Gattung, it is perhaps best to simply ob-
serve the basic components of the com-
mission as follows:

A. The disciples go to Galilee as com-
manded and see Jesus (vv. 16, 17).

B. Jesus appears to the disciples and
declares his power (v. 18).

C. Jesus commissions the disciples
(vv. 19, 20a).
1) The goal of the commission is

to make disciples.
2) The characteristics of making

disciples are baptizing and
teaching.

D. Jesus promises his disciples that
he will be with them (v. 20b).

Verse 16
The phrase “the eleven disciples” is a

reminder of the tragedy of Judas’ failure
and subsequent suicide (27:5). That the
disciples go “into Galilee” demonstrates

their obedience to Jesus’ instruction
(28:10). Geographically speaking, Jesus’
ministry ends in Matthew where it began:
in Galilee of the Gentiles (4:15,16).8  The
mention of a specific mountain, however,
is new information.9  The term “moun-
tain” is an important one for Matthew’s
account, for the reader associates the
mountain as a place of teaching,10  high-
lighting the Matthean portrait of Jesus as
the “one greater than Moses.”11  The reader
is thus prepared for the fact that Jesus is
about to impart important revelatory ma-
terial to his followers.

Verse 17
Verse 17 presents the reader with two

related problems. First, how is it that the
responses of worship and doubt are re-
lated? Are these responses mutually ex-
clusive or can both be experienced
simultaneously? Second, how many
groups of people are involved here? If
worship and doubt are mutually exclusive
concepts then the responses of at least two
different groups are being described. The
answers to the two questions can be sum-
marized as follows:

One possibility is that Matthew describes
the responses of two different groups within
the circle of the eleven. That is, this parti-
tive interpretation takes the phrase hoi de

(“but some”) to indicate a necessary change
of subject from the “they” who worship.
This would mean that some of them wor-
shipped Jesus, but some others in the group
doubted.12  Yet Hagner has pointed out that
all of the other uses of hoi de in Matthew
could be interpreted as inclusive, not parti-
tive, and some of them demand the inclu-
sive interpretation.13  Further, Matthew
could have used tines tines auton to indicate
clearly that he meant a subgroup from
within the eleven.14
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A second option is that Matthew refers
to a group other than the eleven disciples.
Thus, the disciples worshipped Jesus
while others, who were also present but
not mentioned, doubted. The problem
with this interpretation is that Matthew
has referred only to the eleven, and the
context gives no indication that others are
present. This interpretation is simply dic-
tated by the conviction that the same
group cannot worship and doubt at the
same time.15

The third interpretation takes the nomi-
native in hoi de to have the same subject
as the main verb. That is, those who wor-
ship and those who doubt are, in fact, the
same individuals. The verb edistasan

(“doubt”) can indicate hesitation rather
than skepticism.16  In fact, the only other
occurrence of this word in the New Testa-
ment is in Matthew 14:31 where Jesus asks
Peter, who had at first walked on water
toward Jesus but was then distracted,
“Why do you doubt?” The question in that
context does not seem to indicate that Pe-
ter was going through a period of intel-
lectual skepticism concerning the person
or power of Jesus. Given this interpreta-
tion of the word, Matthew may be saying
that although the disciples worshipped
Jesus, they were also hesitant or confused.

However one decides the issue of
whether the whole group or only a por-
tion of the eleven doubt, it is still not clear
what Matthew means by saying that they
worship and they doubt. Is their worship
not real worship? Do they hesitate because
they fear how Jesus will treat them, given
their rather cowardly actions during his
passion? On the other hand, Matthew
could mean that they worship from a dis-
tance but are reluctant to approach Jesus.17

Or does their doubt concern the propri-
ety of worshipping Jesus? The meaning

is all the more difficult because Matthew
makes no point—good or bad—concern-
ing their doubt. Jesus neither condemns
nor admonishes them,18  whereas Jesus
annuls the doubt in Luke 24:43 and in John
20:27. In Luke 24:25 he chastises them for
their hardness of heart, as he does in the
longer Markan ending (Mk 16:14).

My conclusion, then, must be tentative.
It is likely that Matthew means that at least
some of the disciples both worshipped and
doubted, although it is possible that the
entire group responded with both worship
and doubt. It does not appear that Matthew
means they doubted that this really was
Jesus. More likely, since Matthew includes
no reprimand from Jesus, he simply means
that the disciples were confused and there-
fore indecisive as to the proper course of
action. They respond in awe of Jesus but
still have little idea what all the things
which have transpired mean.19

Why did Matthew include the refer-
ence to their doubt since he makes no ex-
plicit point from it? I agree with Ellis that
he included the reference to doubt because
it happened.20  But he also lets the reader
know that a disciple still lives with a cer-
tain amount of tension. Disciples are those
who know Jesus is the risen Lord and yet
may still be confused.

Verse 18
Despite (or perhaps because of) the

hesitation of the eleven, Jesus approaches
them. Before the commission proper in v.
19, he assures them of his sovereignty over
heaven and earth. Elsewhere in Matthew
Jesus claimed the authority to forgive sins
(9:6) and that all things have been given
to him by the Father (11:27). Therefore, the
claim here only heightens the reader’s
understanding of Jesus’ authority. Jesus
gives here a new dimension to the impli-
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cations of his authority.
It is not clear whether the phrase pasa

exousia en ourano (“all authority is given
to me in heaven”) is drawn from Daniel
7:14. The majority of commentators be-
lieve that v. 18 is at least an echo of Daniel
7:20.21  Yet while Jesus fulfills the role of
the “Son of Man” (Dan 7:13), there are also
points of discontinuity with the Daniel
passage. First, Jesus’ power is presently
realized; it is not something attained at his
future coming.22  Second, the interpreta-
tion of the vision in Daniel is nationalis-
tic. It is to the “saints of the Most High”
to whom the kingdom is given, and to
whom the other nations, their former op-
pressors, must submit (cf. 7:18, 22). In
Matthew, however, it is Jesus who right-
fully deserves submission, and his author-
ity forms the basis for making disciples
of—not executing vengeance upon—the
other nations.23

Verse 19
The oun (“so then”) bases the commis-

sion which follows on Jesus’ sovereignty.
The only imperative in the commission is
matheteusate (“make disciples”). Some con-
clude, then, that the participle (poreuthentes)
with which the verse begins should be
translated “as you go.”24  Malina even ar-
gues that perhaps it should not be trans-
lated at all.25  Based on the fact that “go” is
a participle and not a finite verb he con-
cludes, “Then to call the command a
‘Missionaftrag’ or a ‘Sedungsbefehl’ would be
inaccurate.”26  Yet Rogers has demonstrated
that in some instances where a similar con-
struction occurs if the participle were not
given an imperatival force, then the action
indicated would make no sense.27  When a
participle is linked with an imperative, the
participle should also be given imperatival
force.28  Clearly Jesus is directing them to

go to all the nations and to makes disciples,
and it is entirely appropriate to describe
this passage as a mission passage. They are
commanded to go.29

The verb matheteusate is “characteristi-
cally Matthean.”30  It does not appear to
emphasize an initial commitment to
Jesus.31  The rest of the verse describes more
of what it means “to disciple.” Discipling
means teaching persons to observe that
which Jesus has commanded. As Carson
says, “Disciples are those who hear, under-
stand, and obey what Jesus says.”32

But what does the phrase panta ta ethne

(“all the nations”) mean? There are es-
sentially two interpretations. First, some
believe the phrase should be translated
“all the Gentiles,” exclusive of the Jews
to whom Jesus sent his followers in
10:5.33  This interpretation is based in part
on the belief that Matthew was written
after Judaism and Christianity had
parted ways and were no longer in con-
versation with each other.34  Some sup-
port for this view occurs in the reference
to “the Jews” in v. 15. The significance of
this commission for Matthew’s audience
would be that the mission to the Jews has
ceased, and Jesus now instructs his fol-
lowers to turn to the Gentiles.

J. Meier has offered a thorough re-
sponse to Hare and Harrington. He has
shown that in at least three instances in
Matthew the term denotes Jews or Is-
rael.35  That Matthew saw an end to the
mission to the Jews is hard to reconcile
with 10:23. Against the insistence of Hare
and Harrington that Matthew’s church
has already moved away from Jews and
Judaism, Levine states, “If Matthew’s
church still follows the Jewish Law, uses
the Jewish Bible as its anchor, has a
nucleus of ethnic Jews, and accepts Jew-
ish converts, then it is difficult to see in
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what way the first gospel depicts the re-
jection of the Jews.”36  There is no evi-
dence from Matthew that “mission”
efforts to Jews should ever cease. As
Davies and Allison state succinctly, “It is
historically implausible that, in
Matthew’s time and place, there were no
longer Christian missionaries to Jews.”37

These efforts apparently ran simulta-
neously with efforts to convert Gentiles.
The central problem posed was over
whether Gentiles had to submit to the
“boundary markers” of Judaism when
they converted to Christianity.

Therefore, it is better to take the com-
mission here as expanding the “mission”
of 10:5 to include all ethnic groups.38  There
are, however, two further distinctions
among those who hold this interpretation.
Some maintain that a legitimate implica-
tion of the term ethne is that there is a con-
cern for the ethnic identity of each group.
What Matthew intends, on this reading,
is that the disciples understand that their
mission is to ethnic groups, and they must
preserve the ethnic identity of each group.
Group conversions can, and perhaps
should, be the norm.39  Yet the use of the
masculine pronoun in the next clause
(autous) means that the antecedent of
“them” cannot be the nations, since ethne

is neuter. We would have expected auto

otherwise. Thus, Matthew focuses the
commission upon individuals, not na-
tions.40  The phrase “all the nations” refers
to both Jews and non-Jews, but the pro-
noun (autous) lessens the nationalistic or
ethnic connotations of ethne (“nations”).
Thus, Jesus commands the making of dis-
ciples of individuals from all ethnic
groups, including Judaism. The best or
most effective way of reaching persons
within their particular ethnic heritage is
simply not addressed in this passage.

The two characteristics of making dis-
ciples are baptizing and teaching.41  Baptiz-
ing is referred to without any explanation,
so Matthew must have presupposed his
reader needed no explanation.42  It probably
means “with regard to” or “because of one’s
relationship to.”43  Those baptized must give
public indication of a particular understand-
ing of and relationship with God as he has
been revealed by Jesus.

Baptism must be in the name of the
Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy
Spirit.44  Most believe the “trinitarian” or
“triadic” phrase comes from Matthew, not
Jesus, for two reasons. First, nowhere in
Acts is anyone baptized with these
words.45  The logic runs that if Jesus had
specified these words then Acts would
have certainly indicated that they were the
words used. Second, the theology being
advocated is, at the least, incipient
trinitarianism.46  Many believe that this
doctrine arose after the time of Jesus, and
therefore its inclusion here is anachronis-
tic. Others hold that the phrase may or
may not contain the ipsissima verba, but it
still represents the essence of what Jesus
taught and is therefore an accurate sum-
mary by Matthew. The statement that the
doctrine of the Trinity was not formulated
until later is true in the sense that it was
not articulated as such in the first century.
Nevertheless, G. Fee has shown that “in-
cipient Trinitarianism” not only existed
early but was presumed by Paul without
argument.47  The doctrine of the Trinity is
based upon the implications of several
New Testament texts. Rather than ascrib-
ing to later thinkers a doctrine that is in-
consistent with what Jesus must have
taught, it is more likely that we have here
one of the teachings that led to the later
attempts to summarize doctrinally what
Jesus said.48
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But why, if the phrase is authentic, is
baptism in Acts in the name of Jesus only?
Furthermore, why is it that when Eusebius
quotes from this commission he usually
omits the triadic phrase and quotes Jesus
as saying “in my name”?49  In response to
the first question, there is no reason to
believe that the phrase was ever intended
as a formula in the sense that every word
had to be repeated exactly as it is stated
here.50  Jesus commands that baptisms be
performed on those who understand the
unique relationship enjoyed by the Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit.

Some have concluded that there was an
older Greek text that used the phrase “in
my name” instead of the triadic phrase
based primarily on the evidence from
Eusebius. That text is now lost to us.51

Eusebius quotes Matthew 28:19 twenty-
one times. Sixteen times he quotes Jesus as
saying “in my name,” and five times he
uses the words found in the received text.52

There are weaknesses with the view that
the text originally said “in my name,” how-
ever. First, Eusebius is not consistent or ex-
act in the way in which he quotes the New
Testament. Second, there is no other patristic
source which corroborates Eusebius’ read-
ing.53  Most significantly, there are no Greek
manuscripts that attest to “in my name.”
The most likely conclusion, then, is that the
received text is original.

The real issue is how one believes Jesus
conceived of his relationship with the Fa-
ther and the Spirit and whether or not one
believes that Matthew accurately relates
what Jesus said about that relationship. If
one believes—for whatever reason—that
Jesus did not believe he enjoyed a unique
relationship with the Father from eternity
and that such claims are owed to the early
Christians and/or the evangelists, then
rejection of this portion of the Great

Commission will logically follow. If, how-
ever, one concludes that Jesus did believe
himself to be uniquely and eternally re-
lated to the Father and to the Spirit and
that the evangelist accurately summarizes
the essence of what Jesus taught on this
point, then there is a solid basis for what
became the doctrine of the Trinity. Mat-
thew believed that Jesus’ unique status
with the Father was essential to the
mission. Thus, the passage is both
Christological and missiological. Those
who believe Matthew was either wrong,
misinformed, or anxious to put words in
Jesus’ mouth to justify later ecclesiastical
beliefs and practices are suggesting that
much of both Christian doctrine and his-
tory is based on a terrible misrepresenta-
tion of what Jesus actually said.

The disciples are commissioned to teach
the new disciples to keep what Jesus com-
manded. It is Jesus’ own teaching, not the
Torah, that is the substance of what is to be
taught. Throughout Matthew the empha-
sis has been on Jesus as the teacher.54  Now,
the disciples are for the first time commis-
sioned to teach also.55  But it is not just that
they are to teach. They are to teach the con-
verts “to keep” (terein) that which Jesus
taught. This verb adds a distinctively ethi-
cal dimension to the teaching.56  Christian-
ity is not Torah-based, but it is,
nevertheless, inherently moral. Any proc-
lamation of the gospel which does not have
this Christocentric ethic is not the gospel
as Matthew presents it.

The commission ends with the prom-
ise of Jesus’ presence, which is similar to
those OT passages in which God prom-
ised his presence to those he commis-
sioned.57  The use of the word “all” is
striking in this commission. All authority
has been given to Jesus. Therefore, they
must make disciples of all nations. They
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must keep all that he commanded. Now
they are promised that he will be with
them all the days until the consummation
of the ages. In 1:23 the name “Immanuel”
was interpreted as meaning “God (is) with
us.” Now the disciples are assured that as
they go in his name he will continue to be
Immanuel to them.

It is obvious that this commission is
intended for more than just those disciples
gathered at that particular time. Those
eleven disciples would not be able to go
into all the world, so the Great Commis-
sion is intended for all those who would
follow Christ. It is universal in the sense
that every disciple is to become a disciple
maker. The commission also dictates that
the proclamation must herald the fullness
of God who has been revealed as Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit. Theology—proper
and full—cannot be omitted from what
we proclaim. Further, all the commands
of Jesus are included. In no cultural con-
text may the demands of the gospel be
truncated. Finally, the gospel is intended
for all the world. There is no place that is
off limits to the power of the gospel. Jesus
has been given universal power, and he
has given his followers a universal com-
mission. This commission encompasses
the whole gospel for the whole world.
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