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Sunday July 13, 2014 - Matthew 28:16-20 
 

16 Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. 

17 When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. 18 And Jesus came and said to 

them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19 Go therefore and make 

disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 

Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am 

with you always, to the end of the age.” 

 

And that’s the end of Matthew’s Gospel and the beginning of the Christian movement…. 

 
Let’s begin with the Disciples. We notice that Matthew is careful to point out that there are only 11 of them. 
The betrayal of Judas and his absence is still raw and very present for the disciples. Its unsettling – I imagine 
that they are wondering who among them might follow his path…but they are still obedient, they’ve 
returned home to Galilee, in the rural north of Israel. They have gotten themselves to the mountain. In many 
respects Jesus has sent them back to their comfort zone, their home turf. 
 
So what happened when they saw Jesus? 
Matthew tells us that they worshipped Jesus (that makes sense) and that some doubted. (that is interesting). 
In the North American church, we often act like as if there is only room for worship in the life of a true 
disciple.  But here in the climax moment of the Gospel, we have among the elite 11, even among the 11 – 
those who doubted – in the presence of the risen Christ! 
 
What did Jesus do with that mixed reaction of doubt and worship? Did he wait till their faith matured? Did 
he send them back to discipleship 101? Did he wait until they learned how to disguise their doubt with 
polite smiles at coffee hour on Sunday morning? 
Nope – Jesus sent them to carry on the mission. Frankly, to us, that can seem like a risky church growth 
strategy. Crazy for Jesus to depend on a leadership core team that was such a mixed bag. However, in 
retrospect it seems to have worked out  
 
So, what exactly does Jesus ask the disciples to do? 

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of 

the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded 

you.” 

 
Let’s unpack those verbs…GO! Go Jesus tells them, GO! Get off of the mountain! Go out of your comfort zone 
he charges them. We can notice today that there isn’t a worshipping congregation on the mountain of the 
risen Christ. The disciples aren’t charged to create a 5 year development plan that includes a visitor center 
and snack bar for the religious tourists who want to come and see where Jesus and the disciples talked one 
last time 
 
GO! Jesus tells them. Where? Go! To the nations. To the nations implies going out of our comfort zone…Not 
just to our buddies that we play soccer with every Wednesday night, Not just to the people that we are 
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comfortable with…not just to the people who vote the same way we do or get outraged by the same things 
we do. 
 
Go to the world, to the nations! Jesus tells them. Realize this is a very dodgy proposition for the 11 disciples. 
The Jews live in a territory occupied by Rome and the rural Galileans are at the very bottom of the pecking 
order. The Romans have more money, power, education and – remember – the Romans have just crucified 
Jesus. This is a very dangerous mission to take on. Perhaps it would be better to form a task force, create a 5 
year plan, better to lay low, let things calm down. Right? 
 
But what does Jesus tell them? GO! Their doubts are not deal breakers for Jesus. The turbulent political 
climate is not a show stopper for Jesus. It is the Kairos moment, the fullness of time, time to act. As far as 
Jesus is concerned all children of God need to know the good news. 
 
And so the question from the Gospel comes to us, dear church …What does GO! Look like for us? 
At Immanuel, we understand ourselves to be located at the intersection of Spirit, Culture and Justice. We are 
literally in the heart of KTown, at the center of several densely populated and diverse communities. A stroll 
down the sidewalk in front of the church will illustrate that the nations have come to us – people from all 
four corners of the world, Poor & rich, young & old. Its true, physically – everyone is here, but relationally – 
we are often quite removed. What would it look like for us to GO to the nations! ??? 

 
Jesus tells the disciples to Go and Make disciples. Make is the second verb in the Great Commission. Notice 
Jesus doesn’t tell them to buy, or convert people at sword point. The verb he chooses is make, like make 
friends. This implies a relationship. Jesus is sending the disciples to welcome others to the table – the way 
he had welcomed them to the table with God .  
That’s why I chose this Russian icon – it was painted about 1000 years ago. You might recognize it from last 
fall’s retreat. Can you guess who is pictured here? Right its, the Father, son, holy spirit. Admittedly, it’s 
definitely a male-centric rendering of the Godhead, but in it we still see Jesus and the Holy Spirit inclining 
toward the father. For you biblical scholars, the icon also makes reference to Abraham entertaining the two 
angels – one of the archetypes of biblical hospitality and welcome.  
We also notice the open space at the table. The icon is illustrating a core truth about God, that God invites us 
into the intimate fellowship between the creator, savior, and comforter. There is an open place at the table 
for us, an open place at the table for the human family. 
 

Jesus charges the disciples: Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 

name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything 

that I have commanded you.  

We need to remain clear, there is an open invitation to the table, but this isn’t just a loosey goosey 

love fest – there is very particular content and focus to the invitation– the commandments – Jesus instructs 
the disciples to teach them “to obey everything that I have commanded you”. 
 
What exactly are Jesus’ commandments in Matthew? – remember the two commandments that Jesus gives? 

1. Love God with all your heart and soul and mind 
2. Love your neighbor as you love yourself 

Those two commandments become the center of community life. From experience we know that those kind 
of commandments are caught not taught. What I mean by that is the only way to teach someone to love God 
with all their heart is for us to love God with all of our heart. We need to demonstrate our love for God. The 
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only way to teach someone to love their neighbor as they love themselves, is to live it. It turns out that Love 
for God and Neighbor are the core identity of this people that God is calling to the table. 
 
So what happens next? We know that eventually the disciples come off of mountain. Apparently they 
reached out to people, they sat down with folks – one on one. At first they didn’t have a church building or a 
regular worship service. No big programs or plans, they shared the good news of God’s love. GPS was not 
available for them as they sought to navigate the turbulent political and economic climate. 
And in just several 100 years, this amazing revelation of God’s love spreads from a small town in Israel all 
around the known world. And its been passed down over 2000 years - generation to generation – we would 
be here all day if I recounted all of the highlights of the 2000 years, so I’ll choose just one. 
 As many of you know, one of Immanuel’s matriarch’s passed a few weeks ago. Marguerite Johnson was 103 
years old and she spent most of her adult life as a member of the Immanuel family. Her children have shared 
stories with me of how she responded to the Great Commission. Instead of Galilee, her hometown was in 
Iowa. Her comfort zone was in the Midwest, and yet, here in Los Angeles she came “down from the 
mountain” and reached out…Opening her home to missionaries…Opening her living room to students from 
LA high in need of tutoring…as a Sunday school teacher building a replica of a 1st century home so that the 
students could better understand the bible stories. Her member file is bursting with the carbon copies of all 
the pastoral correspondence about the many ways she responded to Jesus’ charge. 
 
And the work isn’t done, even after the legacy of so many of faithful disciples the world still desperately 
needs the Good News of God’s love – just look at the blood spilled in Israel and Gaza, Just look at the young 
people fleeing violence in Central America and overwhelming the US’s and our neighbor’s immigration 
processing capacity, just look at the folks sleeping every night in the doorways of this very church. 
 
What about us, where do we come into the story? We are grateful to the disciples for coming down the 
mountain but there is more… as is true for each generation, for each community of faith – we need to 
discern our response to Jesus’ Great Commission. Now its our turn….what are we doing? How are we 
responding to Jesus’ instruction? 

o Immanuel is 125 this year at the intersection of spirit, justice and culture 
o And we are truly at a crossroads 
o You might remember last August, the session and I presented to you an overview of where 

Immanuel was financially. 
o The session formed a mission and future task force to understand more about where we are 

and what possible scenarios are for our future. The task force did some great preliminary 
work – reaching out to presbytery, and building professionals, and learned a lot about change 
dynamics – and they made presented their recommendations to session 

o During the spring, the session invited the congregation to a series of 4 Sunday conversations 
to talk about the mission and future task force’s recommendations. After that, the session 
decided to seek some additional outside resources to accompany us in this process. 

o Two weeks ago the session met with Project Regeneration, a consulting group from the 
Presbyterian Foundation 

1. Project Regeneration will be providing us with some much needed expertise so 
that we can better understand our financial position and options for mission 
and ministry 

2. They have experience working with other churches like us – churches in 
soaring, breath taking cathedrals with roofs that leak and boilers that explode 

3. They are familiar with churches like us who rent out the building to pay for the 
building maintenance and some of the ministry programs 
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o Some churches like us decide to sell their building and close the doors 
o Some churches like us decide to sell their buildings and relocate the 

congregation to a new space 
o Some churches like us decide to merge with another congregation and 

embark in shared ministry 
o Some churches like us decide to re-focus their ministry, connecting the 

next generation with the Good News 
The question that lies before us dear church is the same question that every congregation since that day that 
Jesus charged the disciples that day on the mountain – the question that lies before us is this - “How do we 
organize our resources and our people to follow Jesus’ charge?” 
How do we Go out of our comfort zone?! How do we Make disciples?! 
How do we live Jesus’ commands to Love God with all our heart and love our neighbor as ourselves? 
 
What will we do in our 126th year to continue our response to the Great Commission that Jesus gives us? 
 
I invite you to stay tuned and jump in….In the coming weeks we’ll continue the conversation as the family of 
God, discerning the spirit’s leading in prayer, reflection and conversation with each other. 
Amen 
 
 
Prayer time: 
As a long-time member of the Immanuel community, people have asked me, “What brought you to 
Immanuel?  And what keeps you here?”  The beginning of the story is simple:  my wife, Diane, and I had two 
young children; and we needed a church family to help us raise them.  We had both grown up and churches, 
we keep that the right church could be a blessing to a young family.  So we church shopped around our 
neighborhood, and we visited Immanuel, and we decided to keep looking for the right church for us.   
We did not fall in love with Immanuel on our first visit.  So  we kept looking; and a later visit to Immanuel 
felt different from our first visit.  We eventually joined as members. 
That was 25 years ago.  And 25 years as part of the Immanuel have been full of ups and downs and all of the 
surprises that God has for God’s people.  I rediscover that reality is never limited to what anyone can 
imagine.  And no one ever accomplishes God work without the help of other people.  And Immanuel asks us 
to celebrate the Gospel and to do the work of bringing the Gospel to life in Los Angeles. 
One aspect of the dynamic Immanuel life is the area of stewardship.  Stewardship revolves around taking 
the gifts that God has given us and using them wisely to do God’s work.  It takes the form of time spent 
learning God’s word and time spent living out that word.  It takes the form of gifts of money and food to 
support the ministries of the church.  And it takes the form of ideas and imagine to take Immanuel to new 
places of ministry as the community around us continues to evolve. 
I invite you to reflect on your own journey here at Immanuel.  What in Immanuel’s life are you called to 
support?  What in Immanuel’s future are you called to create?  And who can you invite to share the work 
and the celebration? 
Immanuel’s congregation is full of stories.  God’s call to each of us changes as we age and learn and grow.  
Immanuel needs each of us to keep learning and growing.  And we all need to participate if the Immanuel we 
envision becomes the Immanuel we create. 
Blessings, 
William Baxa    
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Remember the first time you crossed the church threshhold…who did you see? What was the light like? 
What do you remember? What brought you that day? How was it that your faith journey intersected with 
the life of the people of God at Immanuel? 
 
What has kept you here? 

 

 

 

 


