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THE TASK OF THE GREAT COMMISSION:
THE METHOD OF DISCIPLESHIP!

by
David M. Doran”

And when I came to you, brethren, I did not come with superiority of speech
or of wisdom, proclaiming to you the testimony of God. For I determined to
know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and Him crucified.

(1 Cor 2:1-2)"

Although Matthew 28:19-20 does not present to us a definitive

process for making disciples, fulfilling its basic command demands
answering the question, how are disciples made? Historically, that
question has been answered in simple terms like evangelism or gospel
proclamation. The church viewed the Great Commission as a mandate
to take the gospel to the ends of the earth so that it could be proc-
laimed to the lost. The other commission texts make this explicit:
“preach the gospel” (Mark 16:15), “that repentance for forgiveness of
sins would be proclaimed in His name to all the nations” (Luke
24:47), “you shall be My witnesses” (Acts 1:8, cf. Luke 24:48), and
“you will testify also” (John 15:27).

"This article is an excerpt from a forthcoming book written for the Student Glob-
al Impact National Conference. David M. Doran, Pearson L. Johnson, For the Sake of
His Name: Challenging a New Generation with the Cause of World Missions (Allen Park,
MI: SGI, 2001). For more information on the conference and/or the book, visit the
SGI web site (http://www.studentglobalimpact.org).

*Dr. Doran is President and Professor of Practical Theology at Detroit Baptist
Theological Seminary, and Pastor of the Inter-City Baptist Church in Allen Park, MI.

'All Scripture quortations are taken from the NASB, 1995 update, unless otherwise
noted.
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Proclaiming the good news of Jesus Christ was viewed as the key
to making disciples and, therefore, as the key to fulfilling the Great
Commission. So, it should not surprise us to find the book of Acts
records the disciple-making mission of the church in terms of the min-
istry of the Word. Perhaps the clearest text which joins these ideas is
Acts 6:7, “The word of God kept on spreading; and the number of
disciples continued to increase greatly in Jerusalem, and a great num-
ber of the priests were becoming obedient to the faith.” This text
makes clear the connection between the ministry of the Word (cf. 6:1—
6) and the task of disciple making. This is confirmed by the repeated
stress in Acts on the spread of the Word (e.g., 12:24, 13:49, 19:20)
and on the priority of preaching (e.g., 6:4, 14:15, 15:35, 18:5, 28:31).
Viewed from the perspective of Acts, the Great Commission’s fulfill-
ment was through the proclamation of the Word.

This is not restricted to the book of Acts. The Epistles reinforce
this understanding of the Great Commission as well. In Romans
10:13-17, Paul unambiguously argues for the absolute necessity of
verbal proclamation of the gospel if the work of missions is to be ac-
complished. The logic of his argument is irrefutable: since salvation is
obtained only by explicit faith in Jesus Christ, then only those who
have heard about and called upon Jesus Christ can be saved. This ar-
gument crescendos with the words, “so faith comes from hearing, and
hearing by the word of Christ.” And, based on vv. 14-15, both the
word and the hearing are inseparably tied to a preacher.

In 1 Corinthians 1:17-2:5, Paul makes an extended argument for
the importance of preaching, and of preaching the clear, undiluted
gospel of the cross. Apparently the sophisticated Corinthians desired
something less offensive and moronic than this message and method.
Yet Paul’s defense of gospel proclamation proves that it is not simply
one of the methods God intends to use to accomplish the Great Com-
mission—it is #he God-ordained method. The message of the cross is
the means by which the Great Commission is to be fulfilled.

The remarkable work of God in Thessalonica also confirms that
the ministry of the Word is the key to fulfilling the Great Commis-

sion. Notice how Paul summarizes this work:

°For our gospel did not come to you in word only, but also in power and
in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction; just as you know what man-
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ner of men we proved to be among you for your sake. “You also became
imitators of us and of the Lord, having received the word in much tribu-
lation with the joy of the Holy Spirit, "so that you became an example to
all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia. *For the word of the Lord
sounded forth from you, not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in
every place your faith toward God has gone forth, so that we have no
need to say anything (1 Thess 1:5-8).

The Word is central to all that happens here. The apostolic ministry is
described in terms of the Word, and the conversion of the Thessalo-
nians is viewed as receiving the Word. The powerful transformation
that the Word produces 7z them makes them into a model group of
believers because the Word sounds out from them. They became
Christians through the Word and they live like Christians by giving
out the Word. No wonder Paul requested these same believers to “pray
for us that the word of the Lord will spread rapidly and be glorified,
just as it did also with you” (2 Thess 3:1).

THE SHIFTING SHAPE OF
EVANGELICAL MISSIONS

The evidence that the fulfillment of the Great Commission is the
proclamation of the gospel through the ministry of the Word is over-
whelming; yet there has been a considerable shift in missions thinking
and literature away from this position. It is my contention that this
shift is out of step with the Scriptures and seriously threatens the ful-
fillment of Christ’s Commission to His church. The reality of this
threat cannot be denied and it should not be ignored.

Mission or Missions?

When considering the decline of the Student Volunteer Move-
ment for Missions,> one major factor that must be recognized is the
shift from proclamation evangelism to the so-called larger or holistic

*For the Sake of His Name begins by recounting the history of the Student Volun-
teer Movement for Missions, originally a powerful force for world missions that began
in the 1800s and encouraged thousands of college students to go to the mission fields
of the world. Cf. Timothy Wallstrom, The Creation of a Student Movement to Evangel-

ize the World (Pasadena, CA: William Carey Inte_



