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It is almost unnecessary to speak of the importance of Matthew 28:19-20, “the Great Commission,” and the role these words have played in the molding and making of history. The purpose of this study is to re-examine the structure, the setting, and the significance of this passage, and to suggest certain aspects which are not generally given much attention.

A. The Structure

In order to gain a clear perspective of the passage at hand, it is necessary to see the grammatical structure of the sentences and also the meaning of this structure. Although the basic structure is often not clear from various translations it is at once obvious in the Greek text. The main verb is an aorist imperative maqhteuvsate (make disciples) which is then supplemented by three participles—one aorist poreuqevnte"(going) and two present baptivzonte"1 (baptizing) and didavskonte" (teaching). The problems arise in trying to determine the significance of the participles in their relation to the main verb. Particularly difficult is the first, poreuqevnte". There are two views which have arisen in this connection. One is an emphasis on the imperative character which has led to a strong “go” in the missionary command. The other is a reaction in which the “go” receives a secondary status even to the point of omission in translation.2 The prime support for the latter view is that the form is not an imperative but rather a participle.3 However, a closer examination of the grammar shows that the imperative idea is to be preferred. Although it is true that the participle does not have mood in and of itself it is also true that “its modal junction will be apparent only from the context.”4 The discussion carried on by grammarians regarding the use of the participle as/or “for” the imperative has primarily to do with participles which are used independently of a main verb and occur in a context where the imperative would “normally” appear.5 However, the passage here does not fit the example, presented in the discussion. The aorist participle of Matthew 28:15 fits better under the category of what is often called a circumstantial participle,6 with, however, one slight modification. Rather than having one of the generally listed ideas of either temporal, causal, modal, and so forth, this particular construction does have an imperative character. This can be readily seen by examining similar constructions where a verb in the imperative is preceded by a participle.7 First, several examples from the Septuagint will be briefly presented, then several from the Gospel of Matthew.

In Genesis 27:13 the Septuagint text of Manuscript B has—poreuqevnte" e[negke—an aorist participle followed by an imperative. The interesting thing here is that in the Hebrew text both are imperatives (jq ilw).8 It is here obvious that the sense is not “as you go, bring…” or “having gone, bring…” but can only be understood as “go, bring…. Another example is Genesis 37:14, poreuqeiV" i[de. Again the Hebrew text has an imperative (an-il) which is rendered as a participle in the Septuagint. The only logical way to understand the participle here is as an imperative “go and see….” The same construction and the same sense is to be found in Exodus 5:18, poreuqevnte" ejrgavzesqe (Wdbu Wkl) Certainly Pharoah did not mean “having gone, then work.” Another example is Exodus 12:32, taV provbata kaiV touV" bova"…ajnalabovnte" poreuvesqe(Wjq…Wklw),In this case the participle could not possibly be omitted in translation as unnecessary since it has its own object. Again in 2 Kings (LXX 4 Kings) 2:16 {2 Kgs 2:16} this construction is found, poreuqevnte" zhthsavtwsan. In this case the Hebrew form is a Jussive (Wkly) with the force of an imperative. These are examples where a Hebrew text is the base and the imperative force is clear from the Hebrew. First Maccabees 7:7 affords a clear example of the same construction where a Hebrew text is not available. The words of Alcimus to the king, poreuqeiV" ijdevtw, are certainly to be translated “let him go and see…. In all of these examples it is clear that the participle is an intricate part of the specific command that something is to be done. This construction is fairly common in Matthew as can be seen by the following passages.

The first example is Matthew 2:8 (poreuqevnte" ejxevtasate). It could possibly be translated “when you go, search out” but the urgency of Herod certainly demands an imperative “go and search out….9 The command of the angel to Joseph is also a specific command of urgency “arise and take the child…” (ejgerqeiV" paravlabe toV paidivon…) (Matt 2:13). The command to return from Egypt is also presented in the same construction with the same words (Matt 2:20). The aorist participle in Matthew 5:24 (ejlqwVn provsfere) also refers to a specific act and must be translated as an imperative. The example in Matthew 6:6 (kleivsa" thVn quvransou provseuxai) could be temporal but it is also possible to understand it in an imperative sense.10 However, the construction in Matthew 11:4, poreuqevnte" ajpaggeivlate is without question to be understood in an imperative sense (cf. Luke 7:22). The two aorists point to a definite action which Jesus commands. The same is true of Jesus’ command in Matthew 21:2.11 A very striking example of the same construction is found in Matthew 17:27. Jesus gives Peter a specific task to carry out—”go to the sea and cast…”(poreuqeiV" eij" qavlassan bavle). The command of the angel to the women is just as clear—”go and tell” his disciples (poreuqei'sai ei[pate, Matt 28:7).12 This was not a matter of “when you go” or “as you go” or “having gone” but “go and report.” From all of the examples cited several things could be said regarding this construction.13 First, the participle is vitally related to the command contained in the imperative. Without the action of the participle having taken place it would not be possible to carry out the command. The participle proposes the way for the fulfilling of the main verb and in this way also has the form of an imperative. Second, the construction is generally aorist and points to a specific act to be performed, often with a note of urgency involved.14 In applying these principles to the Matthew 28:19 passage it is seen that there is a command to go. Without the going, the making disciples is not possible, and especially when “all nations” is the object. The participle is not to be weakened to a secondary option which is not as important. The aorist aspect makes the command definite and urgent. It is not “if you happen to be going” or “whenever you might be” but rather “go and perform an act.” This must not be taken exclusively in the sense of going to a foreign country. The emphasis is on the universal nature of the task—a worldwide undertaking which involves the home country as well as the foreign countries.

The relation of the two present participles to the main verb is not as problematic. They are both obviously intended to indicate the means by which the making disciples is to be accomplished.15 The present tense of each stresses the continual activity involved. The present of baptivzonte" would be iterative, that is, every time a convert is made he is to be baptized. The didavskonte" would be the continual process of teaching. The object of the teaching is found in the present infinitive threi'n, “to continually keep.” What is to be kept or observed is “all things which I have commanded you.”

The structure of the passage indicates the major emphasis of the commission lies in the aorist imperative (“make disciples”) which is complemented by an aorist participle (“go”) which is also part of the command. The two present participles indicate how the making disciples is to be carried out.

B. The Setting

Since the main verb is “make disciples” it is only natural to turn to this word for the setting of the commission. The context and setting is of course after the resurrection of Jesus, just before He leaves the earth.16 The idea of “setting” now to be considered has to do with the connotation or color of the passage which arises basically out of the word maqhteuvw.  The suggestion is presented that the commission should be considered rabbinically, that is, the main thought is bound up in the Rabbi-student relationship which was common in Palestine at that time. According to its -euw ending, the word has the meaning, “to practice the duties of a maqhthv",”17 that is, to be a disciple. The word can also have a causative meaning, “to make a disciple,”18 which is true here. The question then is what is a disciple and what did the command “make disciples” convey? Although the word in general is said to mean a person who binds himself to another in order to acquire his knowledge and understanding,19 it is the rabbinical or Jewish context which must be observed here.20 Without going into a lengthy or detailed discussion of the “teacher-disciple” relationship in Judaism, only some key characteristics will be pointed out.21

The teacher or scribe was one who himself had gone through a rigorous study to master both Scripture and tradition. His life-long task was, in the words of Schürer, “the more careful theoretical development of the law itself;…the teaching of it to their pupils; and…its practical administration….” 22Because o£ his great learning and ability, the teacher was looked upon as a man of great authority and of high esteem. Those who desired to study the Law would ask to be accepted as a student by the teacher and if accepted entered into a close fellowship with the teacher and his other students. The students lived in close fellowship with their teacher. They traveled with him, ate with him, attended weddings or other festive occasions with him. The students of a teacher were characterized by complete submission to the authority of the teacher, as well as by a devotion to him which was to surpass devotion to father or mother and which displayed itself in service to the teacher.23 The teaching or learning method was to sit at the feet of the teacher listening to him ;24 to engage in a question and answer encounter with the teacher;25 to observe the actions of the teacher, especially how he conducted himself in regard to the Law or solved problems of conduct through his knowledge of Law and tradition. Above all, repetition and rote memory played a tremendous part in teaching and learning.26 After the strenuous studies the student was ordained through the laying on of hands27 and received the right to be called Rabbi.28 He then had the responsibility to pass on that which he had learned from his teacher and to make disciples.29

Not only does the idea of the word maqhteuvw argue for a setting of a Rabbi-student context but also the fact that Jesus ministry was developed in accord with the general practices of the Jewish teachers of His day.30 This does not mean that He fit the pattern perfectly for there were certain important differences which distinguished Him from the teachers o£ that day.31 However, He did have disciples or students who left all to follow Him. He was called Rabbi,32 and He used the teaching methods of the Rabbis.

With this context in mind attention will now be turned to the significance of this setting, especially in relation to the passage at hand.

C. The Significance of the Setting

When various aspects of the familiar Great Commission are viewed in the suggested setting, numerous insights are gained. The claim Jesus makes that all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to Him (Matt 28:18) is of course to be understood as unlimited authority in every area.33 However, His rabbinically oriented authority is not to be overlooked.34 He alone has the right to make binding interpretations and authoritative statements. He alone has the right to reveal the will of the Father and teach His followers. He alone has the right to be judge and make decisions in accord with the righteousness of God.

The command to go and make disciples, which is based on His authority (ou\n), is filled with many aspects. It indicates that Jesus Himself is the Teacher. It calls for a complete submission to Him with total devotion and service. It means living daily in continual fellowship with Him, listening to His word, learning from Him and putting His teaching into practice, and letting His life be manifest in daily life. It also means proclaiming His Word and seeking to bring others into this relationship who in turn are to win others. The baptizing in the name of the Father, Son, and Spirit, is the sign or symbol that the old life and its connections have been broken and the person has entered into a new life and a new fellowship with Jesus as Master. The teaching is instructing the new disciples in the Word of the Master Teacher. They are to learn, put into practice, guard, and pass on (threi'n), that which Jesus commanded.35 The fact that Jesus had given commands (ejneteilavmhn) indicates His authority to issue binding and lasting regulations,36 and these in contrast to the traditions added to the Law by the Rabbis. The aorist sums up the total message of Jesus which is to be taught as binding commandments.37

The promise of His continual presence (v. 20 {Matt 28:20}) shows that He is not only available for protection, provision, and guidance,38 but also as Teacher He is constantly present for fellowship, to receive devotion, obedience, and service. His followers do not become Rabbis but remain His students with the command to make other students.

D. Conclusion

In examining the structure of the Great Commission it was seen that the main verb is to make disciples. This, however, does not reduce the participle poreuqevnte" to a mere non-imperative sense, rather the construction indicates that “going” is an integral part of making disciples and is to be translated as an imperative. The setting suggested is that of the rabbinical teacher-student or master-disciple relationship. This involves complete submission, devotion, and service to the Teacher as well as learning from Him. The task of the disciples is to live faithfully and to proclaim the message of the Teacher and to bring others into this relationship.

In order to carry out this command it means complete submission to Jesus Christ, constant fellowship with Him, constant devotion to Him, service to Him and obedience to Him, and a carrying of His message to all nations with the purpose of making disciples of them.
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