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Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which 
Jesus had directed them. When they saw him, they worshiped him; but 
some doubted. And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven 
and on earth has been given to me. 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, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded 
you. And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 

 
We’ve been talking the last few weeks about the dangerous act of 

loving our neighbors. And it can be dangerous, emotionally, if not 

physically; it can mean extending our hearts and hands to someone who 

could hurt us. In today’s scripture reading, Jesus commands eleven of his 

remaining apostles to do the most dangerous thing of all: to go into the 

world, and make disciples. 

In the Gospel of Matthew, the first witnesses of Jesus’ Resurrection 

are Mary Magdalene and “the other Mary,” who some scholars believe 

was the mother of the disciple known as James the Less. That other Mary 

is not to be confused with Mary the mother of Jesus, or Mary the sister of 

Martha, any more than “James the Less” is to be confused with James the 

brother of Jesus or James the brother of John, whose father was Zebedee. 

One of the things that testify to the truth of the Gospels is that so many of 

the people in them have the same name—there are multiple Marys, and 
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James, and Philips. If the Gospels were works of fiction, all those 

significant people would have different names. Anyway, Mary Magdalene 

and the other Mary go at dawn the morning after the conclusion of the 

Sabbath—the Sabbath ran from sunset Friday to sunset Saturday—to 

Jesus’ tomb. There had been, Matthew says, quite a convulsion there, 

beginning with an earthquake. The Gospel of Matthew also says there was 

an earthquake the moment Jesus died, when he “cried again with a loud 

voice and breathed his last” [Matthew 27.50-54]. In that earthquake, the 

curtain that divided the sacred, forbidden space known as the Holy of 

Holies from the rest of the Temple was torn in two; rocks were split and 

tombs were emptied. That could be a literal event, or Matthew could be 

speaking metaphorically: i.e, that the tearing of the Temple curtain meant 

that God would be present to all the people wherever they were, not just to 

the occasional favored priest officiating in the Holy of Holies; that the 

opening of the tombs meant that the Resurrection was about to ensue, in 

which Jesus Christ defeated death and the Kingdom of God broke into the 

world. Whether Matthew was writing metaphorically or literally about the 

earthquakes and their consequences, nothing has so shaken the earth, or 

changed the course of its direction, as the death and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ. 

 And so, in the Gospel of Matthew, the two Marys come to Jesus’ 

tomb, where they find the boulder that blocked the opening rolled away, 

and the guards that Pilate had sent there unconscious, and an angel of the 
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Lord sitting on the boulder. The angel told them that Jesus was raised from 

the dead, and that they were to tell the disciples he was going ahead of 

them back to their home territory, back to Galilee. In the Gospels, it is 

always women who are the first witnesses to the resurrection, just as it was 

the women who were the last to leave Jesus’ side as he died. The two 

Marys left there “with fear and great joy.” I love that binary, “fear and 

great joy,” because that is what we ought to have in the presence of God: 

fear (or, more aptly, awe)—and great joy. Suddenly, Jesus appeared to 

them. I like to imagine that he said to them, “I know that angel told you 

that we’d catch up in Galilee; but I just couldn’t wait to see you.” 

And so, in today’s scripture, the remaining 11 apostles make their way 

to Galilee. Incidentally, we should note the distinction between disciples 

and apostles. Disciples are those who follow Jesus (like the two Marys); 

apostles are those disciples who have been called and commissioned by 

Jesus to go forth and proclaim the good news of the Gospel to the world. 

Obviously, there were (and are) many more disciples than there were (and 

are) apostles. When Jesus was teaching and healing in Galilee, he 

summoned 12 of his disciples and told them to “go nowhere among the 

Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans, but go rather to the lost 

sheep of the house of Israel. As you go, proclaim the good news, ‘The 

Kingdom of Heaven has come near” [Matthew 10.5-7]. Those first twelve 

disciples called as apostles were the Simon (whom Jesus nicknamed 

“Peter”) and his brother, Andrew; the brothers James and John, sons of 
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Zebedee; Philip and Bartholomew; Thomas and Matthew, the tax 

collector; James, the son of Alphaeus, also known as “James the Less,” 

[whose mother may have been the other Mary who went with Mary 

Magdalene to the tomb]; Thaddeus and Simon the Cananaean; and Judas 

Iscariot, who betrayed him [Matthew 10.2-4]. After Judas betrayed Jesus, 

he hanged himself in a spasm of deep remorse and contrition [Matthew 

27.3-10]. Had Judas not taken his own life—had he borne his remorse and 

contrition until he could offer them before the resurrected Christ—there is 

no doubt that his loving Lord would have forgiven him. Judas’ death left 

eleven apostles. Those eleven apostles went to the mountain in Galilee 

where Jesus had been transfigured, and there he came to them. The 

scripture says, “When they saw him, they worshipped him; but some 

doubted.” That phrase “some doubted,” used to bother me. How could 

anyone standing in the presence of the resurrected Jesus, let alone an 

apostle, doubt anything? But yet, doubt will befall even the most faithful, 

even at the most inopportune times. It doesn’t mean we surrender to doubt, 

or that we don’t go on and do what we are called to do. Rather, we bear 

our doubt; we offer them up to God; and then we do what we have been 

called to do. On the mountain, Jesus said,  

All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 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, and teaching 
them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, 
I am with you always, to the end of the age. 
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This is the Great Commission. In it, the resurrected Christ affirms that 

all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to him by God, then 

tells the apostles he wants them to go out and make disciples of all 

nations. This is daunting—all the nations? The Great Commission is 

different from the instructions Jesus gave when he first sent the apostles 

out. Remember that then he had told them to only go to the “lost sheep of 

Israel. They weren’t to go to the Gentiles (i.e. us); they weren’t to go to 

the Samaritans, their nearest neighbors. The original offering of the Good 

News was only for a very select group of people. But once Jesus was 

raised from the dead; once the Resurrection revealed that the Kingdom of 

God was breaking into the world; once the curtain that divided the Holy of 

Holies from the world was torn away; then the Good News was all people 

everywhere. 

The instructions Jesus gave were succinct. First, he said to baptize in 

the name of “the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.” Though the idea of 

one God in three Persons—Father, Son and Holy Spirit—is numerically 

challenging, it is also emotionally satisfying: our God loves fellowship. 

We learn Christian doctrine even at our baptism. 

Why is baptism important? Because it is the means by which the Holy 

Spirit was revealed to Jesus himself when he was baptized in the River 

Jordan; because it is by the Holy Spirit that the Church was born; because 

Jesus commanded us to do so; and because, in our baptism, we share in his 

death and in his resurrection. But baptism is the beginning of our Christian 
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pilgrimage, not its culmination. After that comes the teaching of the things 

that Jesus commanded—consequential commandments like, “Love your 

neighbor as yourself,” “love your enemies,” and “love one another as I 

have loved you.” 

Someone pointed out recently that the windshield by which we see in 

front when we drive is very large; by comparison, the rearview mirror by 

which we see behind is very small. That applies in a spiritual sense, too. 

Jesus Christ has not yet returned in glory; that strongly suggests that the 

best days of this church are in front of it. Nonetheless, as a student of 

history, and as someone whose 15th anniversary is being commemorated 

today, I do recognize the need for rearview mirrors. The light we use to 

see into the future is very often the light we have gleaned from the past. 

We are called to be disciples. Some of us are called to be apostles. 

God bless this church, and these people, now and forevermore. Amen. 
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