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HYMNS: 

“Christians join in celebration”



482
“Your words to me are life and health”

804 “The church of Christ in every age”

“Lord, you give the great commission” 



770
“Go forth and tell”
_________________________________________________________________

READINGS:
Psalm 146



Matthew 28: 16-20

__________________________________________________________________
COMMISSIONED AND ASSURED
‘Alleluia! Christ is risen

He’s risen indeed, Alleluia’

The sounds of Easter still ring in our ears – it’s just 36 days since Jesus rose from the grave and we find him with his disciples delivering one of his many farewell messages.
Whenever I read our Gospel passage, [Matthew 28:16-20], normally referred to as ‘The Great Commission’ two words come to mind.  The first is mission, the second vocation.

As many of you know, here at Wesley’s Chapel we often get interns, young men and women who come to us for varying periods of time hoping to gain some insight into aspects of our work.  They shadow each of us hoping to be inducted into the mystery of being a Heritage Steward, a Chapel Keeper, a Minister, a Lay Worker or a general factotum.

The disciples had done something similar at Jesus’ side and now their internship was drawing to a close.  For many months they had followed Jesus from place to place and marvelled at the mighty healing deeds he performed.  They had heard his call to the multitudes to draw close to the Father.  They had listened to words that had never been spoken with such power before.  They had also witnessed those occasions when response to him was hindered by unbelief.  But always they had been in his presence when great things were done.  Now it was time for them to learn that his work could be extended through them.  So he called them together and began to send them out.

This was a watershed event, because for the first time Jesus was sending out others to carry his message and do the work of making people whole. Up to this time the predominant word of Jesus had been ‘come’.  He had called the disciples from various occupations, inviting them to come and follow him.  Now he uses another verb, one that places responsibility on the shoulders of the followers.  They are to ‘go’. 

It is difficult to exaggerate the risk Jesus took in sending those twelve out to teach and heal.  The impression of them created by the Gospel writers so far falls short of complimentary.  They do not understand his teaching.  They are not sensitive to his extraordinary perception.  Yet they are sent out to teach and heal.

The implication of this act of Jesus is that no amount of hearing the word, receiving the teaching, or observing miracles, or even being with Jesus, is enough.  The disciples must risk themselves in dependence on the Gospel and the power that accompanies it.

There is, of course, enormous satisfaction and challenge in hearing the word and seeing the mighty deed.  But the real test, and the true moment of growth, arrives when disciples of Jesus are able to speak a word of witness or perform some Gospel deed.

The mission of Jesus Christ in the world today depends on the willingness of his followers, that’s us – you and me, to put their faith into action.

I believe that this truth applies at different levels -- the corporate and the individual. The response at the corporate level relates to the church.

According to some theologians, the calling of the Christian church is to respond to the Gospel of God’s love in Christ and to live out its discipleship in worship and mission.   

There is a link between the two … worship and mission.  It would be interesting to explore the variety of ways in which Worship can be expressed.  But today I’d like us to focus on the second half of the equation: mission.

In Christian circles this word is bandied about and seems to mean different things to different people.  Some time ago the Anglican Arch Bishop Rowan Williams and the Revd Tom Stuckey, a past President of the Methodist church and others talked about the mission shaped church.
What does it mean in practical terms for us?

What should such a church be doing?

On the walls in the Radnor Room alongside this Chapel, there is a poster:

[Our Calling / Mission Poster] 

published by the Methodist Conference which suggests the following:-

Mission includes:

telling the good news of Jesus

calling people to faith in Jesus Christ and to Christian discipleship

caring for individual people and communities

sharing in the task of education and social and spiritual development

struggling for a just world

being alongside the poor

becoming friends with people of different cultures and faiths

caring for the earth

building partnerships with other churches and other groups who share some of its mission aims.

What a daunting list.  You may be saying to yourselves ‘However can we do all these things?’
Well, first of all, no one person or church is expected to tackle every aspect of this mission statement.  Choices will have to be made at the corporate level.  For us Methodists that means the Circuit Meeting and the Church Council.

Earlier I suggested that the mission of Christ in the world today depends on the willingness of his followers to put their faith into action.  I also suggested that this truth applies at two different levels: the corporate and the individual.

So far I’ve tried to shed some light on the former, if only briefly.  Now permit me to share some thoughts on what the individual response might be.

Some of you may remember that I’ve stood in this pulpit before and confessed to you that while others in this place are fanatical about Football, Rugby or Cricket, what grabs me is Tennis.

Every summer I am glued to the TV soaking up first of all the French Open and then coverage of the Stella Artois Tournament played at the Queen’s Club, then Wimbledon and the US Open.

OK! I admit, Armchair Tennis is my game.  Not that I’ve never tried to wield a racquet.  I have, but I was hopeless.  So when I was given a book entitled ‘Improving Your Serve’ I assumed it would give me tips on how I could become a better tennis player.

I was wrong of course.  It has nothing to do with Tennis, but with something much more fundamental and extremely important and relevant to what we’re thinking about this morning.  It’s all about Christian Discipleship and the ways in which one could improve one’s service.  The writer Charles Swindoll recommends that every disciple of Christ must live a Christian life, the formula for which is:-

‘seek, find and do the Father’s will in the Father’s world, with the companionship of the Son and the guidance and strength of the Spirit’.
I don’t think that any of us would disagree that as ‘good Christians’, the formula that Charles Swindoll recommends is, or should be, our mission, our vocation.

Let me just read it again:-

‘seek, find and do the Father’s will in the Father’s world, with the companionship of the Son and the guidance and strength of the Spirit’.

Straightforward, isn’t it?

After all that is what The Great Commission is all about.

We heard it read earlier, maybe we know what it says by heart.  But let us for a moment focus our thoughts on the final part of verse 20:

‘Lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age’

This statement, made by Jesus, has been referred to by some theologians as

‘The Great Assurance’.

My reason for encouraging us all to focus on this statement is because I believe that we will never be able to fulfil The Great Commission until we realise The Great Assurance.  The only thing that can truly convince us to share the good news is the joy of the presence of Jesus in our lives and the realisation that he goes with us every step of the way.

According to  one theologian the Great Assurance of Jesus includes a who, a when and a where.
[a] The who is Jesus.  Jesus himself promises to be with us.  The disciples were beginning to realise that Jesus didn’t mean he would be present in bodily form as he had been.  Rather he was going to be with them, in Spirit.  The Holy Spirit of God.  Because of who he was, Jesus could promise that it was indeed he who would be with the disciples and with us, though he is present through the form of the Spirit.

[We look forward to thinking about this in detail in a fortnight at Pentecost].

[b] The verse in question [v.20] also spells out when Jesus will be with us.  He promised simply to be with the disciples, and with us, always, ‘to the close of the age’.  That time when the world as we know it would come to an end.

That takes care of the who, and the when. 

[c]What about the where?   It’s been suggested that because Jesus was promising his presence until the ‘close of the age’ or ‘the end  of the world’, it is something that is to continue to take place here on earth.  The disciples then, and down the ages, including us, can be assured that it is he who is with us always and everywhere.

The Great Assurance is related to The Great Commission in this way.  The assurance of the presence of Jesus Christ gives us the motivation, the strength and the guidance to share the Gospel in all places to all people.  In other words, to undertake that long imposing list of responsibilities outlined on the Our Calling poster.

However, it’s not quite that simple.  We’re faced with a challenge.  And it’s this.  We do have some responsibility.

Yes, OK!  Say we do accept The Great Assurance, say, we do believe that Jesus is with us always and everywhere, we do have the responsibility to make ourselves aware of the presence of Jesus.

How do we do that?

Here are a few suggestions:-

First of all, we can’t help but be aware of Christ’s presence as we converse with him when we pray.  Prayer does help to make us aware of the  presence of God.  So does reading and meditation on the word of God as found in the Scriptures. We can also become aware of the presence of Christ through ordinary, commonplace things and events:-  The blooming of spring flowers, the smile of a baby, the loneliness of an elderly person, the hopelessness of the homeless man or woman, may be the faces of Christ among us.

The beautiful singing of boys’ choirs, the majesty of the mountains or the despair of the ghetto may also remind us of the presence of Christ.

[Sounds farfetched?  Here’s some homework for you.  Have a look in the Gospels at some of the things Jesus is reported to have said].
Using these tools or any others, we can become aware of the presence of Christ with us.  As we realise his presence we will be able to fulfil the commission he has given us.  

One final word.  May we always remember that Jesus has not given us the Great Assurance because we fulfil the Great Commission.  We fulfil the Great Commission, because he has given us the Great Assurance.

Here at Wesley’s Chapel we like to sing the hymn ‘Blessed Assurance’ at the drop of a hat, as the saying goes.  We’re not singing it today, but when we do so in the future, may we remember the true significance of the words.

The words of our next hymn express the acknowledgement that while we understand and accept Jesus’ farewell message given in today’s Gospel, we pray for the empowerment of the Holy Spirit in our endeavours.

1. Lord you give the great commission:

“Heal the sick and preach the word”

Lest the church neglect it’s mission

And the Gospel go unheard,

Help us witness to your purpose

with renewed integrity,

With the Spirit’s gifts empower us

For the work of ministry.

2. Lord, you bless with words assuring:

“I am with you to the end,”

Faith and hope and love restoring.

May we serve as you intend

And amid the cares that claim us,

Hold in mind eternity.

With the Spirit’s gifts empower us

For the work of ministry.

                  Jeffery Hawthorn, 1978

                   AMEN

