
Sunday 29th August 2021 
The Great Commandment 

 
Texts. Exodus 33.7-14, Deuteronomy 4.5-8, 2 Samuel 8.1-14, Matthew 28.16-20. 

 
We have looked at the priorities of the early Church. They are stated in Acts 2.42.  
 
‘They devoted themselves to the Apostles teaching, to fellowship, the breaking of bread 

and prayers.’  
 

This is what the Early Church did, and it grew, increased and multiplied until eventually 
they were accused of filling the world with Christian presence. That is different from 
today in the UK where Christianity is becoming daily, ever more a minority religion and 
this has far reaching consequences.  Last week I addressed the Great Commandment. 
If Jesus said that it was the first and most important commandment, then we should 
ensure that it has the highest priority in our individual Christian lives and in the life of the 
church. This is because our priorities should be commanded by none but the highest 
authority and by the most trustworthy of spokesman. Only Jesus qualifies on both 
counts. 
 
Today I want to draw our attention to the other great,- the great commission as found 
commanded to the disciples by the resurrected Christ and recorded in Matthew 28 
verse 19 and 20. Jesus says that ‘all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to 
Him.’ This settles forever any question as to Jesus right and ability to command this 
course of life. 
 
I have looked at these three important foundations of the Early Church not in the 
historical order, but now I want to show that these practices of Acts 2.42, and the Great 
commandment and Commission are all linked together to give us a vision for life that we 
can live and die for and the means by which we can obey the instructions. 
 
I have chosen four passages today. Please read them. There is one little idea that 
occurs in each of these passages, can you spot it? In every passage there is the 
statement that God was with the people, with David, with Moses and with those who 
believed on the Day of Pentecost and beyond. It is an under stated but true observation 
that the whole of the Book of Acts is predicated on the coming of the Holy Spirit to be as 
closely related to the believers as Jesus was to the disciples during His time on earth. In 
fact, it is more intimate, and Jesus Himself said it was better for the disciples that the 
Spirit come than He stay with them. The thing that all these, and indeed, the whole Bible 
takes as a given is that God will live in and with His people. 
 
In the Exodus text, Moses is asking for assurance that God will go with Him as he leads 
the people towards the Promised Land. Indeed, He was concerned for God’s presence, 
an angel was not enough for him!  In Deuteronomy, it is the presence and the word of 
God which makes the Israelites different from other people. They were called to be a 
distinct nation unlike any other nation, but with a law and a life which were so different 



and so good that other nations would become jealous of their life and desire to have the 
Lord as their God too. In 2 Samuel, we are told of more of David’s victories, and at the 
end of the passage, the explanation is given for his success. Verse 14, understated, but 
the reason behind all that had gone before, 
 

‘The LORD gave victory wherever he went.’ 
 

David had a key part to play in all this, but the understatement of verse 14 is, as it were, 
the catalyst which is the key to David’s victories. Lastly, we have Matthew 28 and verse 
20. The promise to obedience is the continual presence of the Lord with those who do 
this, to the end of the age, which means until the end of this present world. 
 
The whole of God’s plan for His chosen people, Jews and believing Gentiles, is to be a 
people who have God in their midst, defending, leading, commanding, providing, and 
everything else. There are accounts of Israel going into battle without God’s presence, 
and they get shamed and defeated. In the New Testament, we have Paul telling us that 
he and his band wanted to go into certain provinces, but the Holy Spirit forbade them. 
This may not be a common experience for the Church today, but it was the way of the 
Early Church. In Acts, when there is a dispute Peter announces the result to the Church 
as, ‘It seems good to us and to the Holy Spirit’ to do such and such. This is the normal 
Church life because God’s presence amongst us is the absolute norm depicted in the 
Early Church, and in periods of Reformation and revival. God’s absence is associated 
with times of disobedience and rebellion, and there are many such times depicted in the 
Old Testament and indeed in the Churches spoken of in the Book of Revelation. In 
Galatians, Paul asks the people, having started with the Spirit, are they now turning 
back to the flesh, to carnal ways of their own thinking. 
 
Here is the vital issue of the Church, and for us in our days. Are we living with God’s 
presence and with the anointing of the presence of the Holy Spirit, or are we walking in 
the council of sinners, standing in the way of sinners and sitting in the seat of mockers 
 ( Psalm 1) because we are proceeding with our thoughts, the advice of the business 
world, of psychology, the pronouncement of the number crunchers and bankers and any 
advice the world can give us? If we are, we are in serious, and possibly in terminal 
decline. Our wisdom is to come from above by means of the Word as it is illuminated by 
the Holy Spirit. We are to be a heavenly company and not an institution like any other in 
the world.  
 
What happens to a Church when it walks in the way of these ‘experts’ and not in the 
presence and word of God? There are many authors over the years who have observed 
their eras, and the observations are the same. A Church which is following any way 
other than the narrow way, will start to be taken up with plans, strategies, systems, 
structures and practices which make, or even seek to make the Church as much like the 
world as is possible. One manifestation of this is that the Church seeks to attract people 
by things and programs, and not by the manifest presence of God in the midst. We are 
told that 21st century man will not tolerate being told that they are sinners on the road to 
hell. We are told that we must try and make the Gospel acceptable to our communities. 



None of this has ever or will ever work. What has always ‘worked’ is when God is in the 
midst of His people. If you doubt this, read the accounts of revivals. You will find that 
when God is present the dynamics of the Early Church are evident, daily additions to 
the Church and the number of believers multiplied. 
 
So, here is the question. Are we seeing the Church today, are we seeing ourselves 
today, with all the fruits associated with God being in our midst? We are facing huge 
changes coming to the Church of Scotland, but are these changes ones which seek to 
make the central and essential thing the main thing, that is, God in our midst and 
glorifying Himself in us and through us. Are people queuing at our doors and those of 
the Churches wanting to know the source of our very different lives? I would say that 
this is generally not the experience of most of the Churches of all denominations today 
in Scotland! If you tell me that the independent churches see great numbers of young 
people coming to them before we accept that they have the answer, check how many 
come out through the back doors unchanged, or unsatisfied with it all. Don’t dismiss 
them, but reserve evaluation for a time. 
 
Let me return to the text of the Great Commission. It tells the apostles to give priority to 
make disciples, that is, people who devote themselves to Jesus instruction. Look at the 
Acts passage. What do we see Peter doing? He is teaching and the new converts 
devote themselves to the teaching of the apostles, which is what Jesus had taught 
them. To fellowship. To the breaking of bread and prayers. Acts shows us the believers 
at prayer and daily doing what Jesus had commanded, ‘do this in remembrance of me.’ 
The great commandment is also displayed in Acts. It was said of these Christians, ‘see 
how they love each other’, and this is because the love of God for them had captivated 
their hearts, and they were responding in love and obedience to Christ. It is love of the 
neighbor empowered by the love of God in their hearts and put there by the promises of 
God and the Holy Spirit which enabled those early Christians to sell what they had and 
to supply the needs of others. They shared loving fellowship and ate together, note what 
Acts says, ‘with glad and generous hearts.’ 
 
The outcome of putting these texts together is this. The proof of the believers enjoying 
the presence of God, the Holy Spirit in their midst is that they were obeying the Great 
Commandment and the Great Commission. The means used to continue in this was 
that they were devoted to the apostles teaching, (Jesus had commanded this in the 
Great Commandment) to fellowship, the breaking of bread and prayer, and God added 
to them daily those who were being saved.  
 
This is what happened then, and this is what has happened in revivals, and this is what 
will happen if we obey God and not go on our own understanding. There is nothing 
more important for us to do in these days, but to obey Acts 2.42, and to seek God until 
He comes to us with healing in His wings. Any other route is the wide path which leads 
to destruction. This is not a time for singing happy songs and telling ourselves that all is 
well or that the old kirk will see us out. This is a time to return to the ancient paths and 
the good way, and walk in them. Jerimiah 6.16. This is radical action, not a 



reorganization of external things, but a resurrection of life from God, through the fruit of 
the Cross and delivered by the Holy Spirit. 
 
I feel that I must warn us, to return to these ancient paths and the good way is not easy. 
It may, and I think it will, mean that we will find ourselves moving towards a very  
different form of Church than we have known and a form which at first will feel very 
different, and for some may be too much for those who are content with the Spiritless 
and predictable ways of the Kirk that we have known in our lifetimes. A taste of this is 
spoken of in Acts 20. 20…a Church which has small groups, congregation and 
celebrations as its normal expression where all participate, and it will probably not all fall 
within the predictable hour of Sunday 11am to 12 noon.  
 
Are we going to heed what Jesus says about His commands, or are we going to hold 
onto a Church largely devoid of the Holy Spirit and the life of God?    
 
I present this not to scare anyone, but because we are in critical days, and because the 
commands of Christ are explicit and are binding on believers, if we do indeed believe.   
 
   


