
Series: Basic Church Membership

Title: Lesson 5 - The Mission of the Church

Text: Matthew 28:18-20


The gospel of Matthew concluded with the following words:


Jesus came near and said to them, “All authority has been given to me in heaven 
and on earth.  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, teaching them to observe 
everything I have commanded you.  And remember, I am with you always, to the 
end of the age” (Matthew 28:18-20).


Jesus’ words revealed that He intended for His disciples to live by a sense of mission.  
While the Twelve anticipated the creation of a political kingdom, Jesus had a spiritual 
one in mind.  Consequently, He gave a simple and straightforward mission for His 
church.

	 In what follows, we will consider the mission of the church.  To really connect 
with the body of Christ, one must understand what the Bible says about this subject.  
Some are apathetic and unengaged because they are unaware of these matters.  
However, understanding four biblical concepts — purpose, priorities, plans, and 
passion — will help one connect with the body in a meaningful way.


PURPOSE

A study of the mission of the church starts with the purpose of the church.  The 
purpose of the church deals with the question, “Why do we exist?”  Without a clear 
understanding concerning this subject, local congregations will wander aimlessly with 
no sense of direction.  Fortunately, God’s Word is clear on these matters.  

	 From the opening pages of Scripture, we find humanity has a purpose before 
God.  In Genesis 1:26, the Lord said, “Let us make man in our image, according to our 
likeness.”  Humanity has a purpose.  The church does too since humanity is made to 
relate to God, and the church is designed to connect people to God.

	 There are many passages that provide clear statements regarding the purpose 
of the church.  One of them is found in Matthew 28:19.  In that verse, Jesus said, “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.”  Our Lord’s words are now known as “the Great 
Commission.”  In His famous teaching, Jesus revealed that the church exists to lead 
others to know Him.

	 There is a secondary passage that also speaks to the purpose of the church.  It 
is found in Matthew 22:37-40.  It is also now known as one of Jesus’ great teachings.  
Most call it “the Great Commandment.”  In the passage, Jesus said, “Love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind.  This is the 
greatest and most important command.  The second is like it: Love your neighbor as 
yourself” (Matthew 22:37-39).  According to our Lord, His people are to be concerned 
with loving God and loving others first of all.  Such constitutes the mode of faithful 
Christian living.  In directing their hearts to love God and others, believers naturally 
fulfill all of God’s Moral Law (Exodus 20:1-17).
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	 Why do I speak of Jesus’ two great teachings?  The reason is simple.  Together, 
the two passages provide the church with its mission.  One has commented, “When 
creating, or re-creating, your church’s vision, the Great Commission (Matthew 
28:18-20) and Great Commandment (Matthew 22:36-40) linked together should always 
be your singular starting point.” 
1

	 So what does this mean for local congregations?  How can churches meld 
Jesus’ two great teachings together in order to clarify the issue of purpose?  It helps to 
view the two teachings in light of Genesis 1:26.  From Genesis, we learn that humanity 
is made in the image of God.  That means men and women have been made, like the 
Trinity, with a relational capacity.  Plain and simple, humankind has been made to relate 
to God and relate to others.  These realities are actually expressed through Jesus’ 
Great Commandment, since it commanded disciples to love God and love others.

	 What role does the Great Commission have in these things?  While the Great 
Commandment expresses humanity’s purpose — loving God and loving others, the 
Great Commission explains how humanity is introduced to its purpose.  People learn 
about their purpose as the church is faithful to “make disciples of all nations.”

	 Putting all of this together reveals the purpose of the church.  God’s people have 
been set apart from the world in order to love God (Matthew 22:37), love people 
(Matthew 22:39), and share the message of Christ (Matthew 28:19).  There are many 
ways congregations can put words to these things.  One church I was a part of had a 
purpose statement that said, “We exist to know Christ and make Him known.”  Others 
adopt a mission that directly puts the focus on Jesus’ great teachings, saying 
something like, “We exist to fulfill the Great Commandment and the Great 
Commission.”

	 In our church, we like to say, “We exist to connect people to their ultimate 
purpose in life in Jesus Christ.”  We feel such a purpose honors both the Great 
Commission and the Great Commandment.  It reflects the former through verbiage that 
speaks of the church’s responsibility in reaching out to people.  It reflects the latter 
through emphasis on Jesus Christ being one’s ultimate purpose in life.

	 Leadership guru Jon Gordon has said, “Without a greater purpose, there is no 
great desire.  Every great organization must have a greater purpose for why they exist 
and every positive leader must be driven by purpose to lead others and make a greater 
impact.  Trying to lead without purpose is like driving from New York to California with a 
half a tank of gas.”   Though Gordon’s words weren’t directed to the church 2

specifically, an application can be found for us.  If we aren’t clear on the purpose of the 
church, we will struggle to engage it as we ought.  However, a firm conviction 
concerning the body of Christ will grow when we are aware of God’s purpose for His 
people.  As you seek to engage in a church, keep your eyes firmly fixed on the Great 
Commandment and Great Commission. 
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PRIORITIES 
Any purpose statement is little more than a statement if a church doesn’t take action 
on it.  This is where the issue of church priorities becomes important.  Whereas 
purpose speaks of why a church exists, priorities speak of what a church does.  
Priorities are the regular actions a congregation takes in order to fulfill its purpose.

	 When I think of the difference between purpose and priorities, I think of weight 
loss.  Every year, many make resolutions to get in shape and lose weight.  Though they 
have a good mission in mind, many fail.  The reason can be found in the difference 
between purpose and priorities.  Losing weight is merely a desired purpose.  To take 
action, one must craft good priorities — restrict calorie intake, engage in regular 
exercise, get proper rest, and the like.

	 Do you see the difference between purpose and priorities?  The first deals with 
the big picture.  The second deals with the behaviors.  Any church that wants to be 
committed to God’s plan for His church must be clear on both concepts.

	 When we study the New Testament, we find the early church committed itself to 
a few regular activities.  In doing so, they inadvertently fulfilled their purpose.  The book 
of Acts speaks of these things.  In one passage, it says:


And they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching, to the fellowship, to the 
breaking of bread, and to the prayers.  Then fear came over everyone, and many 
wonders and signs were being performed through the apostles.  Now all the 
believers were together and held all things in common.  They sold their possessions 
and property and distributed the proceeds to all, as anyone had a need.  Every day 
they devoted themselves to meeting together in the temple complex, and broke 
bread from house to house.  They ate their food with a joyful and humble attitude, 
praising God and having favor with all the people.  And every day the Lord added to 
them those who were being saved (Acts 2:42-47). 


 

From the words above, we see four priorities marked the early church.


Worship 
We mentioned worship in our previous study.  For now it is important to note that 
worship was one of the key priorities of the early church.  Luke made reference to such 
in the book of Acts by talking about the way the first believers were committed to “the 
prayers” (Acts 2:42).  Nowadays, many think of prayer as a component separate from 
worship.  Things like singing and preaching are regarded as the main elements of the 
church’s gatherings.  Things were different in the first century.  Prayer was a main 
element of worship.  Such was a holdover from Jewish forms of worship.  In fact, local 
synagogues were known as “houses of prayer” (Matthew 21:23).

	 Prayer is a form of worship because it involves a soul-oriented connection with 
the Heavenly Father.  Seeing prayer in this way helps us regard worship in the right 
light.  When the church worships, it places its focus on God.  Through praise, 
confession, and thanksgiving, worshippers are spiritually renewed and rejuvenated so 
that they might live as bright lights for Jesus in a dark world.  Worship is the first 
priority of the church.  Paul told the Colossians, “Let the word of Christ dwell richly 
among you, in all wisdom teaching and admonishing one another through psalms, 
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hymns, and spiritual songs, singing to God with gratitude in your hearts” (Colossians 
3:16).


Fellowship 
The book of Acts speaks of how the early church devoted itself “to the fellowship” 
(Acts 2:42).  The word “fellowship” is one that spoke of a partnership.  Used in the 
Christian sense, it referred to the close relational connection enjoyed by believers.  The 
term teaches us that churches are to place high priority on relational connections 
between believers.  Every believer needs a Christian circle of friends.  Encouragement 
and accountability are found in such relationships.  The author of Hebrews said, “And 
let us consider one another in order to provoke love and good works” (Hebrews 10:24).  
When believers engage in meaningful fellowship, they receive strength and 
encouragement for Christian living and ministry.


Discipleship 
Discipleship is the act of following Jesus and His truth.  Our Lord placed emphasis on 
the importance of such activity in the Great Commission (Matthew 28:19).  Aware of 
His words, the church committed themselves to the task.  Acts 2:42 spoke of the way 
in which “they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching.”  The word rendered 
“teaching” referred to “doctrine” or “instruction.”  Its appearance in Acts 2:42 reveals 
that discipleship involves training in the truth of Christ.  When believers become strong 
in the grace and knowledge of Jesus (2 Peter 3:18), they will be better equipped to live 
for Him and shine His light to others.  Discipleship should be a key priority of Christian 
congregations.


Outreach 

When you read Luke’s account of the activity in the early church, you see innuendo 
concerning the church’s commitment to evangelism.  Acts 2:47 says, “And every day 
the Lord added to them those who were being saved.”  What was the reason for such 
an increase in the church?  Undoubtedly, the apostles led God’s people to evangelize.  
All were aware of Jesus command in Mark’s gospel — “Go into all the world and 
preach the gospel to all creation” (Mark 16:15).  The body of Christ exists to serve as 
salt and light in a corrupt and dark world (Matthew 6:13-15).  To fulfill its purpose, it 
must actively reach out.  In concert, members should use their individual spiritual gifts 
(Romans 12:6-8) to make Christ known.


PLAN 
A popular axiom says, “A failure to plan is a plan to fail.”  In all areas of life, appropriate 
plans of action are necessary for ideas to be realized.  Think about the example I used 
earlier.  When it comes to weight loss, one needs a clear purpose and priorities, but 
one also needs a plan.  Priorities of restricting calories and remaining active may fail if 
one doesn’t have a plan to execute.  For example, one may need a grocery shopping 
plan, a specialized menu, and strategies for carrying healthy snacks in case hunger 
strikes.  In addition, one may need to join a gym membership, carve out early hours for 
exercise, and enlist a workout partner for purposes of accountability. 
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	 Do you see how a plan is different than purpose or priorities?  Many churches 
are good with the first two components of the church’s mission, but they fail in regard 
to this area.  They produce slick marketing materials — brochures, bulletins, a website, 
and more — that contain a clear purpose statement and compelling priorities.  
However, they never create a plan of action.  Purpose and priority statements remain 
little more than statements, cleverly devised slogans that never result in mission-
oriented ministry.

	 There are many ways a church can take action on its purpose and priorities.  In 
fact, there may be as many possible plans as there are churches.  Each congregation is 
free to pursue Christ’s mission in a way it thinks works best within its community.  
Some use small groups as a platform for pursuing priorities.  Others use various events 
throughout the year.  Recurring programs are another approach. Plans may be different 
from one local body to another, but every church should have a plan.

	 In our church, we have a rather straightforward way of doing things.  We say our 
plan is to align all of our meeting times and ministry events with our stated priorities.  
This means we should never meet without having an eye on fulfilling one of the four 
priorities mentioned above.  It also means we should never have an event that isn’t 
designed to accomplish one of our priorities.

	 As a rather traditional congregation, we have four regular weekly meeting times.  
We meet twice on Sunday mornings, once on Sunday evenings, and once on 
Wednesday evenings.  Our plan dictates that we use each of these times for our stated 
priorities.  As a result, we have aligned the four aforementioned times with our four 
priorities.  


LifeGroups 
Our first Sunday morning gathering is dedicated to fellowship.  Through small groups 
we call “LifeGroups,” believers have an opportunity to connect life on life with other 
believers.  Some think of fellowship as involving little more than hanging out.  They 
imagine they must meet in a “Fellowship Hall” or gather in homes for food and board 
games.  Fellowship can indeed involve such things, but it doesn’t require such things.  
Sunday morning small groups can provide a platform for interaction with other 
believers.  Though there may be a lesson, prayer requests, and other items within small 
group time, the overall gathering provides an opportunity for believers to experience 
fellowship.


Sunday Morning Worship 
Our second Sunday morning gathering is concentrated on worship.  Through our 
regular weekly worship service, we put attention on preaching and praise.  The intent is 
for believers to experience refreshment and renewal in the Lord’s presence.  It is critical 
that worship not be compromised because of an unhealthy focus on announcements, 
church activities, or any other activity.  Believers need corporate worship each week.  
As a result, the Lord’s Day gathering gives special attention to worship and the Word, 
preaching and praise, singing and Scripture.


Discipleship Groups 
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Our church uses Sunday nights for discipleship.  Various groups meet to dig deeper 
into God’s Word.  Members are trained in theology, church history, apologetics, and 
practical matters of the Christian life.  If the body isn’t growing in these areas, it will 
soon become weak and ineffective in gospel ministry.


Outreach 
At our church, we use our midweek activities to minister to our community.  Various 
age-related ministries meet for preschoolers, children, and students.  Adults can serve 
in these areas.  Worship ministries gather to prepare for Sunday worship.  In addition, 
several outreach ministries meet to share the love of Christ with our community.  Teams 
visit prospective church members.  Some go and provide care for homebound 
members.  Others do acts of kindness for those in need.


Ministry Events 
On top of our regular schedule, we try to make sure every additional event is dedicated 
to our church priorities.  For example, Vacation Bible School (VBS) is a regularly 
occurring event in most evangelical, Protestant churches.  What is the purpose of 
VBS?  At our church, we attempt to affix one of our four priorities to every additional 
event.  Consequently, we recently identified VBS as being an outreach event.  Though 
some fellowship, worship, and discipleship may take place, our desire is primarily for 
evangelism.  

	 Knowing which priority an event is designed to fulfill determines how we plan an 
event.  Such an approach recently led us to move VBS into neighborhoods and parks 
within our community.  Instead of hosting one big event on the campus of our church, 
we now host multiple smaller events in a number of locations.  Why did we make such 
a change?  We believed doing so would give us a better opportunity to reach non-
Christian people.


We believe our plan gives us a means of regularly taking action on our priorities.  Some 
churches profess they value things like fellowship, worship, discipleship, and outreach.  
However, the way they do ministry keeps them from regularly doing such things.  
Faithfully engaging in all four priorities requires breakneck busyness for most 
congregations.  Our plan promotes a simple way of ministry that ensures our 
congregation takes action on its priorities each week.


PASSIONS 
After considering the matters mentioned above, it is necessary to consider one more 
topic.  Purpose, priorities, and a plan can take a church a long way in fulfilling the 
mission of Christ.  But to be really effective in ministry, congregations must consider 
the issue of core values.  I use the word “passions” to refer to this organizational 
concept.

	 Passions are like spice.  They add flavor to the way in which a local 
congregation goes about fulfilling Christ’s mission.  They are the things that make one 
local church different from another.  One could say passions make a congregation 
unique.
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	 Perhaps one could think of passions like personality.  Each person in a 
workplace or family may go about daily tasks in different ways, based on personality.  
So it is with the church.  Individual congregations are different.  When each is aware of 
what makes it unique, it will be empowered to pursue Christ’s mission in a more 
authentic and genuine way.  

	 At our church, we have identified five passions that drive how we do ministry.  
Each congregation should be careful to create a similar statement.  Furthermore, 
members should carefully consider their involvement in congregations on the basis of 
such things.  For now, let’s consider the passions of our church.


Biblical Authority 
We desire to allow the Bible to dictate all our beliefs and actions.  My church sees 
fidelity to Scripture as being an actualized value.  By this we refer to the Bible’s right to 
determine the course of our faith and practice.  It is our deeply held conviction that the 
Bible should set the tone for our beliefs and behaviors.  Scriptures that shape this 
conviction are 2 Timothy 3:14-17; Hebrews 4:12; John 17:17; Matthew 5:17-19; and 
Psalm 119:105-106.  In a world in which many churches are slighting the sufficiency of 
Scripture by following after false philosophies, man-centered dogma, and 
entertainment-driven approaches to religion, we believe the Bible is sufficient to renew 
souls, enlighten minds, and build Christ’s church.  Each ministry activity and every 
meeting of the body should center on the truths expressed in God’s Word.


Faithful Stewardship 
We desire to be generous with our time, talents, and treasure to advance the Kingdom 
of God.  In a world in which many are looking out for number one, we want to leverage 
all of our resources for Christ.  This involves stewarding our financial resources, our 
spiritual gifts, and our schedules for Him.  We are grieved by the way in which our fast-
paced busy culture blinds many to the priorities of the church.  We want to covenant 
together to put Jesus first in our lives.  All that we have is from Him, and all that we 
have should be used for His fame and renown.  We understand that God owns 
everything, and we realize He needs nothing from us, but we are aware that He gets 
great satisfaction when we offer our lives in an act of worship as sacrifices to Him.  
Passages that instill this conviction within us include 2 Corinthians 9:6-11; Romans 
12:1-2 & 6-8; 1 Peter 4:10-11; Matthew 6:21; Genesis 1:28-30; 2 Samuel 24:24; and 
Malachi 3:10. 

Ministry Excellence 
We desire to glorify God by doing everything to the best of our ability.  Americans live in 
a culture of high standards.  Restaurants regularly renovate to keep pace with the 
newest chains.  Health clubs and gyms are required to reinvent themselves and refresh 
their equipment, or they risk going out of business.  The standard of living in our 
country far exceeds that of many other cultures.  We have come to expect excellence 
at home, at work, in the marketplace, and at places of recreation.  If we feel something 
is subpar, we ditch it.

	 Certainly our cultural perspective in this matter can become unhealthy, but it is 
what it is.  Americans have high expectations.  We don’t want to become slaves to our 
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culture’s moors, but we do want to be aware of them.  To minister effectively and 
faithfully, we realize we must aim to do things to the best of our ability.  This core value 
is sensitive to our culture, but it is also rooted in Scripture.  In His Word, the Lord often 
encourages us to serve Him wholeheartedly with full devotion.  See Colossians 3:23;   
1 Corinthians 10:31; 1 Corinthians 15:58; 2 Timothy 4:7-8; Ephesians 4:12-15; and       
2 Corinthians 8:7. For my congregation, this value is both an actualized and aspired 
one.


Family Focus 
We desire to provide biblical ministries that support and empower families. The Bible 
upholds the importance of families in God’s plan for human history.  The Lord ordained 
marriage and family as a means of populating and subduing the earth (Genesis 
1:28-31).  He also established the home as a place for training children in the ways of 
the Lord (Deuteronomy 6:4-6 and Ephesians 6:4).  Ultimately, the family is critical to 
society because it is, by divine design, intended to mirror the gospel to an unbelieving 
world (Ephesians 5:25).  Considering Paul and Peter’s encouragement to parents and 
children in their epistles to first-century churches (Ephesians 5:22-6:4, Colossians 
3:18-25, and 1 Peter 3:1-7), it seems obvious that churches should work to support 
families in their efforts to disciple their children.  Pivotal passages that undergird this 
passion include Deuteronomy 6:4-9; Psalm 127:3; Proverbs 22:6; Psalm 78:1-8; 
Ephesians 6:4; Deuteronomy 11:18-21; and Joshua 24:15.  

Community Engagement 
We desire to show Christ to those around us by serving our community.  We believe the 
Lord has sovereignly and providentially placed us in our exact location for our purpose.  
We must see beyond church walls to the people around us.  It should be our desire to 
minister to people within a close proximity of our church.  Yes, we should engage in 
international missions and church planting within our nation.  In addition, we believe we 
can minister to many people within our county, as well as the areas surrounding our 
city.  Such a scope of ministry seems explicitly expected in the Lord’s command found 
in Acts 1:8.  However, we believe we would be remiss if we failed to minister to the 
people closest to us.  We desire to have a ministry that impacts people in our city.  We 
want to aim to be present in our community, to be involved and to be known.  We are 
passionate about being used by the Lord to transform our town.  John 17:18; Acts 
17:6; Matthew 5:13-16; 1 Peter 4:8; and Mark 16:15 are passages of Scripture that 
foster this commitment within our souls.
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