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Open your Bibles to Matthew 28:19-20. In addition to Hebrews, this year we are doing a
once-a-month series on the nine marks of a healthy church. | have covered these marks
in the past, but just to refresh your memory, we have already talked about the first two
marks of a healthy church, which are essential to a healthy, functioning, biblical church.
Those two marks are expositional preaching and gospel doctrine. Following these two
essential marks, there are seven others that will naturally grow out of them, even if they
are not currently present. Those marks are: a biblical understanding of conversion and
evangelism, a biblical understanding of membership, biblical church discipline, biblical
discipleship and growth, biblical church leadership, a biblical understanding and practice
of prayer, and a biblical understanding and practice of missions.

Today, in Matthew 28:19-20, we want to look at the third mark of a healthy church,
which is a biblical understanding of conversion and evangelism.

Now, you might be wondering why we would have a separate mark of a healthy church,
apart from gospel doctrine, that focuses specifically on the idea of conversion and
evangelism. Isn’t it enough simply to present the gospel correctly? After all, that is what
is confirmed in sound doctrine and in the teaching of the Bible. But a church can preach
orthodox doctrine and yet confuse people about what it means to truly converted. And it
is appropriate to connect conversion with evangelism, but the one doesn’t have without
the other. Conversion is what God does in saving sinners, while evangelism is what
Christians do in proclaiming the gospel through which God brings conversion.

Here in Matthew 28:18-20, we see both sides of conversion and evangelism. So, let’s
read this passage as we begin talking about the importance of both. '® And Jesus came
and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. *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 all that | have commanded
you. And behold, | am with you always, to the end of the age.” Now, we normally think of
this passage that we know as the Great Commission in terms of evangelism only, but the
concept of conversion is here as well, although we will need to understand it fully. When
we say conversion, | like this simple definition from 9 Marks. “Conversion is a U-turn in a
person’s life. It is turning with one’s whole person away from sin and to Christ for
salvation.” We see conversion in this passage because we become disciples through
conversion. And the idea of becoming a disciple is central to this passage. Matthew
28:18-20 contains exactly one command, and that command is to make disciples. That
is key to understanding conversion, because we become disciples through repentance
(turning away) from sin and faith in Christ. This is conversion. Without conversion, we
cannot be disciples or followers of Jesus Christ. | want to come back to this idea of how
this conversion takes place, but we need to understand first what it means when we talk
about conversion.

To understand what it means to be converted—what it means to become a follower of
Christ—we first have to understand what we are converted from. Conversion means to
change. It means to turn away, to turn around, to turn back. It is to be going in one
direction and then to go in another direction instead. This is connected to another
concept we would describe in the same way, repentance. Repentance is an essential
part of the gospel message. When the apostle Paul describes his gospel message that
he proclaimed everywhere he went, he says in Acts 26:20 that he tells the people “they



should repent and turn to God, performing deeds in keeping with their repentance.”
There are some Christians who believe if you teach this as part of the gospel that you
are teaching a works based gospel. But that is not what we are saying at all. We are
saying that turning away, repenting of sin, and turning to God through Jesus Christ
results in a changed life. You are not doing good works to earn salvation. Those good
works, or “deeds in keeping with...repentance” come as a result of the conversion that
happens because of salvation. We are being changed to become more and more like
Jesus Christ. So, conversion is not my work of self-will but God’s work in granting
repentance and faith resulting in a changed life. That is clear from verse 18 here in
Matthew 28. Notice where the power lies in actually making these disciples, these ones
whose lives have been changed. It lies with Christ. All authority has been given to him!
The power to change does not lie with me or you. The power to change lies with the one
who has the authority to cause conversion to happen. It is his power and his strength
that makes disciples and makes dead sinners live and new resurrection life to be given.

To those who would try to separate faith in Jesus Christ from a changed life of
repentance from sin and following Jesus as Lord, | would point to Ephesians 2.
Ephesians 2:1-10 shows us that salvation results in conversion, a real changed life. This
passage begins: 2 And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2 in which you once
walked, following the course[a] of this world, following the prince of the power of the
air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience— 3 among whom we all
once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the flesh and the
mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind. That’s what we
were — we were dead in our sins, incapable of living a life that pleases and glorifies God.
Then we read verse 4.

4 But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, 5
even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ—by
grace you have been saved— 6 and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the
heavenly places in Christ Jesus, 7 so that in the coming ages he might show the
immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. 8 For by grace
you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God,
9 not a result of works, so that no one may boast. God made us alive by his own will and
his work in our lives. We did nothing to make ourself spiritually live, just like a dead
person cannot make himself live again. And then we come to verse 10, where it is clear
that this change from being in rebellion to God and dead in sin to alive in Jesus Christ
means that our life is different. Verse 10 says, 10 For we are his workmanship, created
in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in
them. Our works, which are everything we do, think, say, all of those things that were
once characterized sin, are now characterized as good and righteous works. In other
words they are different works than those we were doing before or those works we
were doing before now have a different purpose or character behind them than before.
This is important to recognize because what this passage in Ephesians makes clear is
that conversion is not just self-improvement or religious commitment. It is God granting
repentance and faith, causing a sinner who was spiritually dead to become spiritually
alive in Christ.

So by conversion, we mean that real disciples of Jesus will live progressively more
Christlike lives as their character and actions are changed by the Holy Spirit. One of the
changes that happens with conversion is that true conversion produces a growing desire



to see others know Christ. That’s the other part that we see here in Matthew 28. True
conversion results in evangelism. To give a definition of evangelism, | like how Mack
Stiles defines it, “Evangelism is teaching the gospel with the aim to persuade.” This
makes clear what evangelism is and isn’t. You may have someone arguing for
Christianity in an apologetic sort of way, but if they haven’t actually talked about the
nature of God’s holiness, our sin, Jesus death and resurrection and our need of him to
be our Savior, then evangelism has not actually been done. On the other hand sitting
down to a cup of coffee with someone and having a conversation about what it means
to follow Jesus and why he died on the cross is evangelism. No case of true evangelism
requires that salvation and conversion actually take place, but that the gospel has been
shared with the aim to help the one hearing the gospel accept it. Notice here that those
doing the evangelism are already converted. If the goal is making disciples who live truly
converted lives changed by the Holy Spirit, then that affects what evangelism is and
what our message is. We already know it is God’s power that is doing the conversion,
but evangelism is a work that he entrusts to those who already know him, in other words
who are already disciples. It is God’s power, but Jesus then says to the disciples with an
implied You go! ...and make disciples. God could have chosen many different ways for
the Gospel to be revealed to people who never heard it. He could have used dreams,
visions, writing in the sky, just an impression and instant knowledge of Jesus, he could
do it however he wanted. But he chose to use those who are already his disciples to
proclaim that gospel to others so they can also become disciples. You may have heard
stories of Muslims coming to Christ through dreams. Some of those are certainly true
accounts, but what may not be always clear in some of what you read online, is that
those who come to Christ in that way are not hearing the gospel in that dream. Instead,
they are being told something that leads them to someone who shares the gospel with
them or gives them a Bible or confirms a gospel message they already heard. So, yes,
God is still using supernatural means to bring people to Christ, but not separately from
the human disciples obedience to be “make disciples.” Romans 10 makes it clear that
God’s plan for evangelism is the preaching of the gospel by the already converted.
Romans 10:14-15 says, '“How then will they call on him in whom they have not
believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard?® And
how are they to hear without someone preaching? '° And how are they to preach unless
they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the
good news!”

We will be talking about it more when we discuss discipleship, but remember that
conversion and evangelism are tightly connected to being a disciple. The goal is not
merely to get people to say they believe in Christ, but to actually see evidence of that in
their lives that shows they have been converted. This is why followed quickly after the
command to make disciples, we read, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of
the Son and of the Holy Spirit, * teaching them to observe all that | have commanded
you. If a person is truly converted, there will be a desire to be obedient that shows itself
in being baptized and receptive to the teaching of God’s Word that helps them grow in
their faith. Then in a circular sort of way that person, that disciple will in turn go
evangelize others by teaching them the gospel and offering them the change to become
disciples and be converted by the gospel as well. In every way that we share the gospel
we are looking for genuine conversion, not just “getting people saved.” For churches
that lose sight of the need for authentic conversions to Christ, it opens up many
dangers to the health of their church. The emphasis can easily become numbers of
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people saved and baptized rather than ensuring that people are genuinely converted
before we get them wet in baptism. Membership becomes less important or less
emphasized because we want people to belong so they can believe rather than making
sure there is genuine faith before recognizing them as part of the church. We can begin
to emphasize drawing a crowd and making emotional appeals because we begin to see
getting people to make a decision for Christ as our work rather than God’s work of
conversion. So, for our church, we must maintain a focus on real evangelism that
recognizes that work of conversion as a work of God and not us.

That leads to two questions that we should be asking at the end of this sermon. The
first is the most important. Have you truly been converted? Are you really following
Christ? Notice what | not asking. Did you grow up in church? Did you pray a prayer once
accepting Jesus as your Savior? Do you know proper doctrine? Instead, the question is
have you repented of your sins and trusted Christ as your Savior? And is there evidence
of that by how the Holy Spirit is producing change in your life as the fruit of real
conversion taking place? The second question is are you proclaiming that message of
salvation and the life changing conversion that Jesus offers by evangelizing others
whenever possible. Christ has changed us by his power and authority and now calls us
to proclaim that life-changing gospel boldly and faithfully. And he assures us that no
matter how people respond to that message, we are proclaiming it by God’s authority
empowered by the God the Holy Spirit, who is with us always to the end of the age,
meaning for as long as time itself continues. Let’s pray.



