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Abstract 

Doug Lowenberg, Ph.D., provides an exegetical analysis of Matthew’s Great 

Commission focusing on the historical and textual context of the passage, showing that the going 

aspect of missions is a prerequisite to the actual carrying out of the command to make disciples 

of all nations. He emphasizes that living in the cross-cultural setting is necessary to fulfill the 

great commission. He challenges theological institutions to prepare and inspire students to go to 

the unreached peoples. He concludes that all believers must heed the commission of our Lord 

inscribed in the canon of Scripture, live and interpret Scripture dependent on the charisma of the 

Spirit, and go where others have not yet gone—to disciple all nations.      

Introduction 

Guided by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Matthew concluded the writing of his 

Gospel quoting the words of Jesus: “Therefore go 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 I have commanded you” (Matt. 28:19-20 NIV). Not only is it highly significant that 

Matthew ended his writing with the statement of Jesus’ Great Commission, but it is also 

shocking, yet deliberate, that he did not add any reference to Christ’s ascension. Matthew’s 

inspired intention was to leave the words of Christ’s missional mandate reverberating in the 

minds of his first readers—most likely the church in Antioch,1 the first great mission-sending 

church (Acts 11:20-23; 13:1-4) —and in us, the church of the 21st century. 

 
* Doug Lowenberg, Ph.D. and his wife, Corrine, have served as missionaries in Africa with the Assemblies 

of God for over 25 years primarily in Bible school training. Currently they are based in Nairobi, Kenya. Doug holds 
a PhD in Theology from Regent University and DMin from Bethel Theological Seminary. Doug’s passion is doing 
missional hermeneutics in the African context. The Lowenbergs have two adult daughters, Julia and Ruthie, who 
serve as career missionaries in Africa. 
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As the biblical text is read today in English with the double imperative found in most 

translations, “go” and “make disciples,” has the singular focus of Jesus’ missional mandate 

found in the Greek text been obscured? Likewise, do we need to reconsider the grammar of the 

commission in order to acknowledge the essential, supportive actions that make possible the 

single imperative? Did Matthew record Christ’s words to describe the means by which the Great 

Commission would be fulfilled? With special attention given to these final words of Jesus in 

their historical and cultural context, this study will consider the steps necessary for the disciples 

of Jesus Christ, then and now, to obey his final command: disciple all the nations. 

Context 

Before examining the actual words of the commission, a comment on the original 

historical context of the original recipients of this Gospel should be considered because of its 

impact on the meaning. D. A. Carson states, while admitting that one cannot be certain of the 

first readers, “Most scholars take Antioch as the place of composition. Antioch was a Greek-

speaking city with a substantial Jewish population; and the first clear evidence of anyone using 

the Gospel of Matthew comes from Ignatius, bishop of Antioch at the beginning of the second 

century. …The only reasonably certain conclusion is that the Gospel was written somewhere in 

the Roman Province of Syria.2 

If Antioch was indeed the receiving church for this ancient biography,3 it brings into 

question the general assumption that Matthew was a Jew writing to a primarily Jewish audience 

attempting to prove from Old Testament references that Jesus was the fulfillment of Jewish 

prophesies regarding their long-awaited Messiah.4  

Matthew certainly writes from a Jewish-Christian worldview and addresses issues related 

to the impact that Judaism and Pharisaism were having on the church in the last half of the first 

century.5 But if the gospel was composed for the church in Antioch, based on Luke’s description 

of that assembly (Acts 11:20-23), many of the believers from its inception were Gentile. Ralph P. 

Martin comments, “Matthew’s church is quickly becoming predominantly Gentile.”6 He adds 

that one must consider “the missionary motif which runs through the Gospel, stretching from the 

visit of the Magi (2:1-12), anticipating the wider outreach of the Good News and the appearing 
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of Christ’s light to the Gentiles.”7 In fact, it seems the missional motif of the book starts in 1:1 

and continues to 28:20. Jesus Christ is the “son of David” and the “son of Abraham” (1:1)—

capturing the imagery of the promise made to David of an heir who would be king of an eternal 

kingdom and would rule the nations (2 Sam. 7:13, 16; Ps. 2:8); and the seed of Abraham who 

would be a source of blessing to all the nations (Gen. 12:1-3; 22:18; Gal. 3:8). Matthew points 

out that Jesus’ genealogy, confirming him as the legal descendant of David, includes at least 

three, if not four, Gentile women (1:2-16).8  

The first people mentioned in the gospel who came and worshipped Jesus as divine and 

acknowledged him as “king of the Jews” were Gentile Magi from the east (2:1-12). This gospel 

describes the fulfillment of God’s promise to send a King and Savior for all humankind (Matt. 

8:10-12; 12:17-21; Is. 42:1-4; 49:6; Zech. 9:10; the perspective that the Old Testament 

prophesied a Savior for “all nations” is asserted by Jesus himself; see Luke 24:46-47).  

Matthew, the well-educated Jewish tax collector, through his years of being discipled by 

Jesus and later filled, transformed, and guided by the Holy Spirit, became an apostle and 

advocate for the proclamation of the Good News to all people.9 And the church to whom he 

wrote, if it was indeed Antioch, had the ongoing responsibility of continuing what the Holy 

Spirit started among them with the sending of Barnabas and Paul (Acts 13:1-4) to proclaim this 

gospel to all nations, make disciples, and plant indigenous churches. This church in Antioch, 

along with all ensuing churches of every country, ethnicity, and age, was given the assurance that 

Immanuel would be with them until the end of human history (Matt. 28:20).  

Canon 

There are several nuances in the Greek grammar of the commission that merit fresh 

consideration due to their possible impact on the intended meaning of the text. The “therefore” 

(οὖν) reflects back to Christ’s previous words of welcome to his startled, worshipping and 

doubting disciples: “All authority in heaven and on the earth has been given to me” (Matt. 

28:18). During His earthly ministry, Jesus demonstrated authority over the forces of nature and 

every spiritual and human predicament. But now, following the humiliation and weakness 

represented in His death on the cross, there may have been questions in the minds of His 

disciples about their Master’s sovereignty and divine authority. Having conquered the powers of 

sin and death in His resurrection, Christ announced His supremacy over every sphere of the 
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created order including heaven and earth.10 He followed this triumphal declaration with the 

command known as the Great Commission. The one with all authority had the right to command 

his followers where to go and what to do. As Randy Hurst notes, “When the Lord commands 

anything, there is no choice about which commandments to obey. Lordship requires complete 

obedience. Nothing less.”11 

The first word in the Greek text of verse 19, πορευθέντες, is translated in the NIV as 

“go.” Most English versions translate this aorist participle as an attendant circumstance with the 

main verb (disciple, μαθητεύσατε) so that the participle communicates action that coordinates 

and remains contemporaneous with the finite verb.12 Thus, the outcome is two imperatives: “go” 

and “disciple.” With equal urgency, Jesus’ disciples are to simultaneously go and disciple the 

nations. The remaining two present participles of the commission, baptizing (βαπτίζοντες) and 

teaching (διδάσκοντες), are handled as adverbial participles of means describing the steps by 

which discipleship is accomplished: one disciples others by baptizing and by teaching. 

The equal urgency interpretation, go and disciple, is the translation advanced by Daniel 

B. Wallace and others.13 While the text includes one aorist14 imperative, disciple (μαθητεύσατε), 

and three participles, the first an aorist (πορευθέντες, having gone, after going)15 and the 

remaining two present tense (βαπτίζοντες, διδάσκοντες; baptizing, teaching), the text is 

translated as two aorist imperatives with the two present participles functioning adverbially 

modifying the original, with the single imperative explaining the means whereby the command 

to disciple is to be accomplished. Thus, the interpretation becomes: Go and disciple by baptizing 

and teaching.16 

Wallace claims that “the context plays a major role in determining the force of the Greek 

participle.”17 “The context has more influence on participles than on any other area of Greek 

grammar. In other words, for most participles, one cannot simply look at the structure to 

determine what kind of participle it is.”18 He notes that aorist participles usually denote action at 

an antecedent time to that of the controlling verb.19 If these rules were applied to the Great 

Commission, it would be translated, “Having gone (action prior to the main verb), disciple the 

nations.” But Wallace adds, “If the main verb is also aorist, this participle may indicate 

contemporaneous time.”20 In this case if the meaning of the participle had a temporal meaning, 

the statement would read, “As you go (action contemporaneous), disciple the nations.”21  
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However, Wallace asserts that “if a participle makes good sense when treated as an 

adverbial participle, we should not seek to treat it as attendant circumstance.”22 And concerning 

attendant circumstance participles, there are no absolutes, and this structure must follow a “90% 

rule” in translating the aorist participle as an aorist imperative. Based on his guidelines, one must 

be cautious in determining how to interpret the participle especially if structural patterns imply 

an antecedent circumstance approach. While Wallace acknowledges that Matthew 28:19-20 is an 

example of a “disputed” text, he settles on the attendant circumstance participle meaning (“go” 

as an aorist imperative) which he believes fits better here than an adverbial interpretation.23 

Returning to the issue of the context of this final statement found in Matthew’s Gospel, 

one must question if the attendant circumstance interpretation is truly the best way to handle 

Jesus’ intention for the commission as inscribed in Matthew’s gospel. The text could have a 

temporal adverbial meaning with the stress on when. Jesus’ eleven Jewish disciples were to first 

go, leave behind the familiar and culturally comfortable, in order to adapt to a new contexts and 

cultures, and there make disciples of nations far different from that of their Jewish people and 

heritage. Their going was to be the norm, a foregone conclusion, for those who would heed 

Christ’s missional command.  

The temporal interpretation follows the life example established by Jesus. Having gone 

from heaven, abandoning His exalted state as One with God the Father, leaving behind his 

position of honor as the “Son of God,” he became the “Son of Man.” He lived an earthly 

existence for almost 30 years before beginning His ministry which commenced with the making 

of disciples (Matt. 4:18-22; Luke 3:23). For the next three-plus years, much of His attention was 

given to the training of these men who were called to continue the proclamation and expansion 

of His spiritual kingdom and the discipling of the nations after his ascension and until His final 

return. 

Initially, the disciples’ going to the nations ran contrary to their understanding of the 

mission of the Messiah. Accepting the inclusive nature of God’s mission that welcomed all 

nations around one table at the future messianic banquet (Matt. 8:11), provided salvation and 

deliverance for ancient enemies of Israel (Matt. 15:21-28), and redirected their ministry away 

from an exclusive focus on “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” to all nations (Matt. 10:5-6; 

24:14) was extremely difficult for these ethnocentric, biased Jewish men. The idea of going 

clashed with their worldview, which in light of commission from the one with all authority in 
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Heaven and earth, had to be surrendered and transformed. Jesus was well aware of their racial 

prejudice and had previously restricted their evangelistic efforts among non-Jews knowing such 

ethnocentrism would negate any effective discipleship (Matt. 10:5-6). But Jesus patiently set the 

example of how they were to go and what they were to preach. 

A temporal interpretation of the aorist participle also stresses the prerequisite of 

antecedent action in order to fulfill the priority of the commission. If disciples are to be made of 

the nations, those commissioned by Jesus must have already made the commitment to go 

geographically and culturally.24 This understanding of a prior commitment to go and become 

culturally relevant to other people groups aligns with Paul’s missiology: “I make myself a slave 

to everyone to win as many as possible. To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. …To 

those not having the law I became like one not having the law . . . so as to win those not having 

the law. …I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some” 

(1 Cor. 9:19-22). Obedience to the commission required leaving behind the culturally and 

spiritually familiar in order to present the core of the gospel in ways that could be understood by 

other peoples. The discipling of a nation demanded long-term presence and commitment to help 

people of a different culture become true disciples of their Lord. Going needed to precede 

discipling. 

This interpretation seems extremely relevant for the current culture where “tourist” 

missions has become popular. One might suggest that Jesus knew of the inclination of His people 

to make brief forays into foreign regions and cultures of the world convinced that cross-cultural 

discipleship can happen instantly while failing to recognize that discipleship requires cultural 

adaptation, proximity, and time. “Having gone” stands as a prerequisite to making disciples and 

planting the indigenous church. 

While the temporal interpretation seems to fit the historical context of Jesus’ final words 

to the eleven standing on a hill in Galilee (one should recall Matthew’s previous reference to 

“Galilee of the nations”; Matt. 28:16; 4:15-16; Isaiah 9:1-2), the literary context suggests 

interpreting the aorist participle adverbially as means—the process whereby disciples are made. 

If the first participle is translated as the initial step needed to make disciples, it stands in parallel 

syntactically with the remaining two participles that likewise describe means whereby disciples 

are made: by baptizing and by teaching. If the three participles are understood as means for 
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making disciples among the nations,25 it seems obvious that the first step must already be taken: 

a disciple of Jesus has already gone to people groups where no disciples are present. All of the 

implications of “having gone” are brought to bear with the first participle. The work of discipling 

requires arrival, cultural adaptation, language learning, and commitment to reach the local 

people, followed by baptizing and teaching as new converts are brought into the kingdom of God 

and incorporated into the community of faith. Conformity to the person of Jesus requires the 

continuous teaching of all that Jesus commanded. 

The interpretation of the three participles as adverbial participles of means supports a 

singular emphasis on the one imperative—disciple—which seems to best fit the context of the 

first readers, the church of Antioch. If Matthew wrote to this church in the mid- to late-60s or 

later, the church at Antioch had already participated in the three missional journeys of Paul. 

Others may have gone from Antioch and seen the church planted in strategic centers such as 

Ephesus, Corinth, and Rome. Perhaps the close of Matthew’s Gospel was intended to provide 

encouragement to continue the process of making disciples among people groups not yet 

reached. The need to go was a foregone conclusion. Going was the precursor to discipleship. 

Evangelism alone was inadequate. Discipleship had to be accomplished by people on the ground 

who had adjusted to new cultures. Having become embedded in the culture followed by 

evangelism, new converts were baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit and 

taught all that Jesus had commanded. The missional ministry of discipling the nations was to be 

normative. 

In the West, there is a tendency to be reductionistic in the translation process and settle 

on one option when it comes to the primary elements or focus of a text. While it seems the 

historical and literary contexts of Matthew 28:18-20 support the view that emphasizes the single 

imperative—disciple —brought about by the means of having gone, baptizing, and teaching, 

there is a sense that the interpretation of the Great Commission could view the imperative and 

the three participles as commands: go, disciple, baptize, and teach.26 It is clear that Jesus 

commands his followers to disciple every nation, and this duty requires those who have gone to 

continue welcoming new believers into the community of faith through the rite of water baptism, 

and providing relevant, culturally contextual instruction to equip the saints. 
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Commission 

The intended meaning of Jesus’ words, as penned by Matthew, emphasizes the process or 

means necessary for His followers to fulfill the heart of the commission which is to disciple all 

the nations.27 What were the actions required to disciple the nations so that they would become 

committed followers of Jesus? There were three steps to fulfilling the commission. Firstly, the 

prerequisite was to go from the familiar, reside among those who were foreign, and adapt to a 

new people group and a new way of life. Secondly, they were to baptize those who made a 

commitment to become followers of the Lord Jesus Christ incorporating them into the 

community of faith. And thirdly, they were to continue teaching them all the words of Jesus. If 

Matthew’s church and any church from that time forward were to make disciples among the 

diverse people groups of the earth, their first action would require a willingness to move from the 

geographical location and culture where they were settled and comfortable before they could 

begin the disciple-making process.28  

Jesus was calling His Jewish disciples and ensuing generations of believers to bold, 

committed, long-term actions rather than brief forays into foreign regions. The discipling of the 

nations required decisive, persistent commitment by Jesus’ apostles to go from the familiar and 

become geographically and culturally resident among new people groups. Today, with growing 

affluence and ease of travel, people from both the majority and minority worlds pursue personal 

experiences of going to a distant land for a brief evangelistic experience with no intention of 

going and remaining to make disciples. In light of missionary tourists jetting around the globe, 

do we need to revisit the meaning of “having gone”?  

For Jesus’ Jewish disciples standing on a mountain somewhere in Galilee, who were “the 

nations”? They represented the socio-cultural-linguistic units of society beyond “the house of 

Israel,” whether geographically or culturally near or far. This final command from the 

resurrected Lord to his Jewish followers was to leave the country of their birth, move 

centrifugally, and settle among the distinct ethnic people groups of the world until each one had 

indigenous communities of believers vibrantly expressing praise to their Creator and Savior,29 

and sharing the good news with their families and neighbors. For Matthew’s readers in Antioch, 
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the command was to move out from Asia Minor to Africa, Asia, and Europe and become resident 

among those tribes and nations with no living witness. 

The phrase, “all the nations,” is critically important.30 The commission stands in stark 

contrast to Jesus’ earlier instructions to His disciples about where to go. Jesus previously told 

them not to go among the Gentiles or enter any town of the Samaritans but concentrate on the 

lost sheep of the house of Israel (Matt. 10:5-6). During several trips the disciples made with 

Jesus among non-Jews, the biblical text reports that they were extremely uncomfortable living in 

different socio-cultural settings even for a short time (see Matt. 15:23; John 4:27; Luke 9:52-56). 

Could it be that at this earlier phase in their ministry and character development, the Twelve 

were too spiritually and culturally intolerant to have effective ministry among the ethnically 

diverse peoples of the world? They needed to understand the full scope of God’s eternal 

intention which was to provide salvation for every person and distinct people group of the world 

(Gen. 12:1-3; 22:18; Isaiah 49:6; Matt. 24:14; John 3:16; Rev. 5:9; 7:9). With these final words 

from Jesus, it was clear that their responsibility was to disciple every nation, every distinct 

cultural-linguistic group under heaven, including all Gentiles and Jews.31 D. Edmond Hiebert 

observes, “While ‘all nations’ should not be taken as excluding the Jewish people, the phrase 

does emphasize that the Gentile world will be the chief scene of the missionary efforts of the 

church.”32 Discipling all nations would require them to deconstruct their ethnocentrism, their 

judgmental and arrogant attitudes towards other people groups, and their nationalistic pride that 

skewed their understanding of God’s kingdom and agenda (see Acts 1:6-8). 

Today the mission of God requires Jesus’ disciples following His example in leaving 

their home culture and mother tongue, moving from the place where the gospel has already taken 

root, and going to and embracing a new people, culture, and language so that the gospel is 

incarnated—becoming comprehensible to the receiving ethno-linguistic people group. This 

action embodies the sense of apostolic function33—sent out by the Spirit with the endorsement, 

support, and prayers of the church, to officially represent the one sending them, the Lord of 

heaven and earth, with one goal: make disciples among a “nation” (ethnos, a unique culture and 

ethnolinguistic people group) who has never heard the gospel. 

The main verb of the sentence is the imperative “make disciples” or literally “disciple.”34 

Their commission demanded all the time, effort, sacrifice, and cultural adaptation necessary to 

help people from another culture become followers and students of their Master, Jesus Christ. 
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The goal of the commission was to develop continuous learners who were being conformed to 

Christ in all dimensions of life.35 The commission called for the building and grounding of new 

believers within their own indigenous culture.36 

To help people become loyal followers of Jesus, it was necessary to baptize new 

converts. Baptism had a spiritual and social dimension. The act of water baptism using the 

trinitarian formula was a public declaration of a new loyalty to love and serve Jesus Christ with 

all the devotion of a new-born child of God. And baptism was a rite of passage into the life and 

community of local Christians. Baptism welcomed the new believer into a new social home 

where nurture, teaching, accountability, discipline, and service would enable them to grow and 

become more like Christ. 

Baptism implies the necessity of forming a body of believers, a local, indigenous church 

into which new converts can be integrated and edified. The indigenous church was to fully 

identify with the local people and culture through the establishing of their own leaders and 

leadership systems; promote gospel outreaches to their own community; provide support for 

those who worked hard at preaching and teaching; develop their own contextual theologies and 

expressions of worship; demonstrate compassion for the poor and vulnerable in their own 

communities; and send their own sons and daughters as apostles to their unreached neighbors 

near and far. 

After baptizing new believers into a local community of faith, the next step was teaching 

the new believers to continuously keep all that Jesus commanded his followers. This dimension 

of disciple-making inferred the need for training that encompassed everything Jesus taught and 

modeled including doctrine, attitude, moral and ethical behavior, the necessity of Spirit 

anointing, service, witness, and sacrifice. On one hand teaching all that Jesus commanded could 

be condensed into: “Love the Lord you God with all your heart and with all your soul and with 

all your mind. . . . Love  your neighbor as yourself. All the Law and the Prophets hang on these 

two commandments” (Matt. 22:37-40). On the other hand, Matthew recorded five major blocks 

of Jesus’ teaching (chapters 5-7, 10, 13, 18, 23-25) which addressed many aspects of the 

Christian living.37 Teaching was to take place as people walked along the roads or gathered in 

local synagogues, the Temple, in newly planted churches, public buildings, or private homes in 

order to train up followers of Jesus 
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Today 40 percent of the world lives in geographic and cultural locations where there is 

little or no witness of the gospel.38 Spirit-filled believers have not gone. Discipleship has not 

taken place. From our Pentecostal theological institutions, gifted graduates, pastors, and 

professors have stayed in already established churches, ministries, and familiar cultures. The 

challenge of the command to disciple the nations continues to resound in the hearing of God’s 

people.  

Charisma39 

This commission in the canon of Scripture, inspired by and interpreted with the assistance 

of charismatic insights from the Spirit,40 who at times challenges readers to question traditional 

interpretations and activities of the established church, may create spiritual discomfort for those 

who ignore its full ramifications. The Holy Spirit can guide the focus of one’s Scripture reading 

to particular words, phrases, or nuances of grammar to highlight aspects of the Christian life 

deserving greater attention. The same Spirit, who participated in the conception of the Messiah 

(Matt. 1:18, 20) bringing the Savior of all people into the world, desires to guide the church in 

fulfilling the mission of the Christ. The Spirit still anoints, calls, and sends Christ’s disciples into 

the world to establish spiritual beachheads in the midst of darkness from which discipleship 

processes may be launched to reach the nations. Perhaps the mission to which the church is 

called has underemphasized the need for committed believers to abandon all and go for a 

lifetime. Possibly the making of disciples has been replaced by evangelism and ministries of 

compassion. Some churches in the majority world prefer to pass off this responsibility to more 

affluent churches in the minority world. 

The Spirit comes to gift and empower the global church to engage in Christ’s redemptive 

mission. To be Pentecostal is to be missional. The Spirit has been outpoured to empower his 

disciples to move from where the gospel is present to the geographical and cultural regions 

where there is no access to the message. Perhaps we need to reexamine the writings of Ralph 

Winter,41 Donald McGavran,42 Charles Kraft,43 Paul Hiebert,44 Alan Johnson,45 Tite Tienou,46 

Christopher J.H. Wright,47 Timothy C. Tennent,48 and Ogbu Kalu49 who call the church to the 

clarity and radicalness of Jesus’ commission. Winter’s understanding of the evolution of modern 

Protestant missions, initiated by William Carey in England, 1792, clarified our own current 

missiological context. Laborers were sent from the West first to foreign coastal regions, later to 
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the vast interior expanses, and most recently to the ethno-linguistically diverse peoples.50 Now 

God has raised up the Pentecostal church in the majority world to take the lead in missio Dei. But 

no matter who we are or where we start, the going and discipling comes with great cost and 

requires lasting commitment. There is great disparity in the distribution of the laborers making 

disciples among the unreached peoples. Does the inequity of workers among the unreached 

indicate that Christ’s church and our Pentecostal training institutions have minimized the 

necessity of “having gone”? 

In our schools, we must be clear with our definitions. What is missions? Who are 

missionaries? Who and where are the unreached? It has become very common for “missions” to 

describe any Christian activity beyond the walls of the church. But to fulfill the Great 

Commission, the church, supported by our training institutions, must be intentional in equipping 

and sending her members across cultural barriers to evangelize, disciple, and plant the 

indigenous church where it does not exist. 

If every Christian is a missionary, no one is truly a missionary. A missionary is one called 

and sent by the Holy Spirit as an apostle to cross linguistic and cultural barriers and make 

disciples of Jesus. Going across town or across a border to bring good news to a cluster of your 

own people using your own language is valuable and may have eternal dividends, but it is better 

classified as evangelism. Geographical distance is not the critical factor. A missionary is a person 

heeding Christ’s commission to go for the long haul, penetrate cultural and spiritual barriers that 

keep people in bondage and isolation from Christ, for the expressed purpose of making disciples 

of Jesus. All who confess to be followers of Jesus must heed the commission: having gone, 

disciple all the nations. Not every child of God will go to another culture, learn another language, 

and disciple people among that ethno-linguistic group. But every Spirit-filled Christian must 

embrace the task and obey what the Lord of the harvest is asking them to do. Some must go; 

others must send through prayer and financial support. Every follower of Jesus must obediently 

sacrifice whatever the Lord asks: life, career, talents, finances, and prayer, to enable Christ’s 

church to engage in the mission of discipling all the nations. 
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Application 

Our first term of missionary service was in Burkina Faso, in the mid-1980s, with the goal 

of learning the Mooré language and culture to evangelize and disciple Muslims. We discovered a 

powerful indigenous, Pentecostal church consisting mostly of Mossi believers while other tribes 

and language groups remained unevangelized. Mossi church planters aggressively established 

Mossi cultural churches using Mooré across the country and beyond, but other ethnic groups 

were not attracted by the foreignness of what they saw and heard. As far as a burden for reaching 

Muslims, many Christians viewed them as existing outside the realm of Christ’s grace. We noted 

barriers unintentionally erected by a church culturally monopolized by one ethnic group overlaid 

with religious prejudice and indifference towards Muslims and other ethnic groups.51 Our 

missiological lens shaped by Winter and others helped us identify the challenges that needed to 

be addressed if disciples were to be made of every nation living in the country. 

In the late 1990s, we became directors of Addis Ababa Bible College in Ethiopia. The 

mission statement crafted for the school reflected our missiology: “Making disciples of Jesus to 

reach the nations as people of the Spirit and people of the Book.”52 Reading Scripture through a 

missiological, Pentecostal lens in a training context helped us determine what levels of 

instruction were needed (diploma, bachelors, masters) and what the curricula needed to include 

in order to equip students with the ability, vision, and commitment to go and then disciple the 

nations of Ethiopia and the Horn of Africa.53 

Training harvest workers in our Pentecostal Theological institutions and local churches is 

a key instrument for completing the Great Commission. Students can be trained to cross 

linguistic, cultural, and tribal barriers with a gospel message made relevant and understandable 

to the receptor audience.54 They can discern the key factors that function to establish a 

homogenous people group, whether ethnicity, language, culture, location, education, or 

economic realities become most needed. The locations where Bible schools are established 

should be determined strategically with some established where revival has already exploded—

to conserve the harvest. Others should be started on the edge of regions where people live 

without a witness.55 Spirit-empowered, biblically trained, missiologically committed workers can 

function as catalysts for revival and church planting. Materials translated into major local 



International Journal of Pentecostal Missiology 8:1 (2021) 

 

 

 

 

19 

languages can enhance training and place tools in the hands of students who penetrate people 

groups where written resources are lacking.56 

Through the years, our work with Bible school training has been closely linked with our 

national churches (NC) recognizing that the school must be closely aligned with the missional 

vision of the NC. Mission vision must be part of the DNA of the national office, the local church, 

and the Bible school. We have tried to navigate the dynamic relationships between indigenous 

church principles and missional partnerships—supportive and equipping without being 

controlling. By ensuring that leadership, vision, and financial support are provided by local 

churches and the NC denomination, the necessity of accountability between indigenous 

missionaries and their NC is maintained and the work remains sustainable. Indigenous missional 

initiatives must safeguard themselves from well-intentioned, foreign donors who create crippling 

dependency on external support that stifles long-term, indigenous church growth, impedes proper 

accountable relationships, and misdirects faith from looking to God for supply to a foreign, 

human source. The Great Commission addresses every NC calling them to send their people 

across cultural barriers to disciple every nation. NCs should be suspect of tourist missionaries 

who come from other cultures without making long-term commitments to truly leave behind 

their indigenous culture and settle in a new cultural context. 

To fulfill the Great Commission, there must be a simultaneous commitment to indigenous 

church planting among the unreached and the training of national workers in a Bible school 

context. This dual approach corresponds with Paul’s apostolic model. In Ephesus he founded the 

church and then established a training school where he taught for more than two years. As a 

result of Paul serving as a church planter and a missionary trainer, the entire region was 

evangelized by his students (Acts 19:9-10).  

In conclusion, to fulfill Christ’s Great Commission, the mandate must be clearly 

understood and implemented. Completing the task begins with an understanding of the objective 

(to disciple the nations), grasping the means whereby the objective can be accomplished (going 

as an accomplished feat, followed by baptizing and teaching), and seeking the guidance and 

empowerment of the abiding Holy Spirit until the assignment is accomplished. Disciples from 

every people group must be raised up, indigenous churches planted, and local ministers trained 

and sent. The church of every ethnicity must send their own sons and daughters as near-neighbor 



Lowenberg: Having Gone, Disciple All Nations 

 20 

missionaries and disciple-makers reaching the next people group. While discipling those who are 

near, others must be sent to those who are culturally distant. There will never be enough workers 

from the West to accomplish the Great Commission. Every NC in the majority and minority 

world has received the mandate from Christ to send her members over cultural-linguistic hurdles 

to proclaim the gospel and make disciples. All must obey the Lord of the harvest. 

We live in an amazing context of redemptive history where God has turned the attention of his 

church to the unreached peoples especially those without access to any form of witness. All 

believers must heed the commission of our Lord inscribed in the canon of Scripture, live in the 

charisma of the Spirit, and go where others have not yet gone—to disciple the nations.    
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