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“Refresh: The Spirit-Driven Mission” 
Matthew 28:16-20 

A Sermon by Rev. Bob Kells 
 

Today, we reach what is—literally and figuratively—the high point in the life of 

the early church.  The disciples went to Galilee where they met Jesus on a 

mountaintop.  It’s here that Jesus gives them their mission—a job for them to do 

from here on out. 

This section is known as the Great Commission.  I think it’s called “Great” because 

of the scope of the task given to the handful of men and women who followed 

Jesus: 

- Go into the world—the whole world—and make disciples of all peoples. 
- Baptize in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
- Teach them to obey my commands. 

When you stop to think about what Jesus is asking the disciples to do you’ve got to 

admit—it’s bold.  It might even be considered a little bit crazy. 

There’s a modern day Jewish word for this: chutzpah. 

It means “audacity,” or “insolence.”  Sometimes it’s used to say someone has a lot 

of gall or the guts for what they’re doing. 

And when you look at the situation of the disciples at that point in time, don’t you 

think Jesus had a lot of chutzpah to give the disciples this mission? 

Just look at them: 

- There were 11 disciples now after Judas betrayed Jesus.  They were no 
longer the 12; they were incomplete.  And in that incompleteness, I’m sure 
they were reminded of failure—that one who was one of them had been 
lost.1 

- Matthew tells us that when they saw Jesus they fell down before him in 
worship; yet some doubted.  Who doubted, and what did they doubt?  It’s 
hard to say but we know from John’s Gospel that Thomas had his doubts 

                                                
1 James Howell, “Preaching Matthew 28:16-20,” Good Preacher.com, article on internet, 
http://www.goodpreacher.com/shareit/readreviews.php?cat=47, accessed 11 June 2014. 
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about the risen Jesus--that is, until Jesus was with him.  Perhaps there were 
others among the 11 or the tiny band who followed Jesus who also doubted.   

This was not exactly what you would call a strong church. 

This was a shaky community that wavered before the shock of seeing Jesus again 

and wondered about the uncertain future that lay before them. 

This is the thing that strikes me most about the passage: that among the earliest 

followers of Jesus, faith and doubt exist alongside each other. 

They worshipped him…but some doubted. 

Where else have we heard this? 

Matthew told a story about Jesus walking on the water. 

It was during a stormy night on the Sea of Galilee when Jesus appeared walking 

toward the disciples who were in a fishing boat.  At first they were afraid and 

thought they were seeing a ghost.  But they soon realized it was the Lord.  Jesus 

invited Peter onto the water and at first, he was able to stand.  But then, Peter got 

scared.  He feared the wind and the water and began to sink.  He cried out for Jesus 

to save him—and he did.  And then Jesus said to Peter: “You of little faith, why 

did you doubt?”  

When they got into the boat, the disciples worshipped Jesus. (Matthew 14:22-33). 2 

So there it is among the disciples: Faith and doubt exist alongside each other. 

If we find this idea odd or challenging we need to remember: Jesus does not 

commission perfect disciples. 

As one commentator on this passage put it: It seems Jesus calls and 

commissions “people who both worship and doubt as they stand at the edge of 

a world that is passing away and the one that is coming to them.”3 

If you have any doubt about this, then think about some of the heroes of the Bible: 

                                                
2 Stanley Saunders, “Commentary on Matthew 28:16-20,” Working Preacher.com, June 15, 2014, article on internet, 
http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2097, accessed 10 June 2014. 
3 Ibid. 
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- Moses was a fugitive and a murderer.  God called on him to rescue his 
people from slavery in Egypt.  Moses doubted he was good enough, but God 
thought otherwise and equipped him to lead. 

- David was an adulterer and a murderer.  After his sins were brought to light 
he doubted he could be good enough to serve God.  But God saw David as a 
man after his own heart and used him to build a kingdom. 

- Peter proclaimed he would follow Jesus even unto death, yet three times he 
denied he even knew Jesus.  Peter doubted he could ever be forgiven but 
Jesus forgave him.  God used him to found a church. 

In each case, and many more, God uses imperfect, sinful human beings to advance 

God’s purposes. 

God does this even though faith and doubt exist alongside each other.   

Maybe these two, faith and doubt, go together like two sides of a coin. 

Maybe we need both to realize that we cannot do this alone. 

It's alright to doubt...maybe it takes a little faith to change the world. 

But the interesting thing here is that Jesus has the same word for the doubters as 

for the faithful: “Go!”   

It’s not a word to go home and rest a while. 

It’s a command, a sending into the world.   

To baptize, and to teach, and to disciple. 

And that’s where the Holy Spirit comes in. 

Jesus’ last words are “I am with you always, even to the end of the age” (Matthew 

28:20). 

This means the divine presence will be with the disciples wherever they go in order 

to accomplish God’s mission. 

And the symbolism goes back, once again, to Moses: 

- Moses led God’s people from slavery in Egypt to freedom. 
- Jesus is leading the new exodus, from slavery to sin and death into God’s 

new future where sin and death are no more. 
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How do we know this is true? 

“I will be with you…” 

That’s the same promise God gave to Moses when he protested that he could not 

lead God’s people to freedom. 

It’s the same promise that goes for all followers of Jesus: “I will be with you…” 

Jesus came into the world as Emmanuel--God with us. 

This is truly Good News…for most people.  

It means God is not going to leave us alone.   

Let me say that again: God is not going to leave you, or me, alone. 

When we look at the first disciples of Jesus, we see a shaky, wavering community 

of followers.  A handful of fishermen, tax collectors and women.  They had come 

to love Jesus.  But they had their doubts. 

What could they possibly accomplish? 

There’s a story that imagines Jesus returning to heaven after completing his 
task on earth.  When he gets there, he meets the Archangel Michael at the 
gates of heaven.  Michael welcomed him back and asked: “Well, Jesus, how 
was your mission on earth?” 
Jesus replied: “It was fine, even better than I expected.” 
Michael said: “So, the people accepted you as God’s Son?” 
“No,” replied Jesus, “most of them didn’t believe in me.” 
Michael was somewhat perplexed at hearing this. 
Then he said: “But the leaders of the Temple, the priests and scribes, they 
accepted you, didn’t they?” 
“No, they didn’t,” Jesus answered.  “In fact, they arrested me and turned me 
over to the Romans, who crucified me.” 
“But you convinced some people, right?  You left behind thousands of 
followers, didn’t you?”  Michael asked. 
“Not thousands,” Jesus replied, “more like a handful. 
“Well, I’m sure they stood by you to the end,” Michael insisted. 
“No, they ran off to their homes or went into hiding,” said Jesus.  “One of 
them, Peter, even denied he knew me.” 
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At this, Michael was totally confused.  “I’m sorry, Jesus, but I don’t get it.  
If people rejected you, the priests had you arrested, the Romans crucified 
you, and your followers all fell away, how can you say your mission on 
earth was a success?” 
Jesus answered: “Because I have faith in them; and I will be with them.” 

This is the Spirit-driven mission. 

To make disciples of Jesus Christ in the whole world. 

It’s not something we do all by ourselves.   

God is with us in the Holy Spirit, the divine presence in our lives.  Not just 

individually, but as a community. 

God is in God’s church, and God’s church is all God’s people. 

I cannot hope to make disciples of Jesus Christ and change the world all by myself. 

It takes a church to make disciples: to welcome, nurture, equip and sustain 

disciples in the world-changing mission Jesus has given us. 

And that brings us back to the central theme of this sermon series: 

God has begun to refresh and renew God’s Creation by raising Jesus of 

Nazareth from the grave.  God is restoring the image of God in us through the 

Holy Spirit.  God does this is so we can be the Body of Christ in and for the 

world. 

The Spirit moves where the Spirit wills and when it wills. 

We just need to be open to the leadings of the Spirit;  

to pay attention to the stirrings in our hearts; 

and, to respond to the nudges God gives us through the Spirit to be about God’s 

mission in the world. 

Loving God, Gracious Christ, and Generous Spirit, flow through us so that the 

world will be filled with your goodness. 

Amen. 


