


“Here is the long-awaited companion volume to the inter-
national best-seller The Master Plan of  Evangelism. In The 
Master Plan of  Discipleship, Dr. Robert Coleman examines 
the Book of Acts to reveal how the early Church carried out 
Christ’s command to ‘make disciples of all nations.’ Through 
this study, he shows us the pattern for disciple making. A book 
for all Christians, The Master Plan of  Discipleship will help 
you and your church be more effective in carrying out the Great 
Commission today.

Simultaneously simple and powerful, The Master Plan of  Dis-
cipleship is a flat-out, no-holds-barred challenge to every Chris-
tian in every church to take seriously the ‘priesthood of all believ-
ers,’ and to get knee-deep in fulfilling the Great Commission.”

Mark Mittelberg, author and speaker

“At a time when strategizing for church life seems to have been 
hijacked by worldly pragmatism, it is heartening to find a book 
that presents an eminently practical strategy that derives from 
the Bible along with the combination of inspiration and schol-
arship that we have come to expect from Robert Coleman.”

Ajith Fernando, national director, Youth for Christ/Sri Lanka

Praise for The Master Plan of  Evangelism

“Dr. Coleman’s insights on the ministry of discipleship are both 
profoundly biblical and wonderfully practical.”

Paul Cedar, president, Mission America

“The Master Plan of  Evangelism ignited an entire generation. 
But Dr. Coleman has done it a second time. His companion 
volume, The Master Plan of  Discipleship, provides the biblical 
blueprint for an aggressive global strategy. Both of the books 
are timeless. They are truly classics.”

Jim Garlow, senior pastor, Skyline Wesleyan Church

_Coleman_MasterPlanOfDiscipleship_RT_djm.indd   1_Coleman_MasterPlanOfDiscipleship_RT_djm.indd   1 6/10/20   2:18 PM6/10/20   2:18 PM

Robert E. Coleman, The Master Plan of Discipleship 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



The 

M a s t e r 
P l a n  

of 
Discipleship

_Coleman_MasterPlanOfDiscipleship_RT_djm.indd   3_Coleman_MasterPlanOfDiscipleship_RT_djm.indd   3 6/10/20   2:18 PM6/10/20   2:18 PM

Robert E. Coleman, The Master Plan of Discipleship 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



Books by Robert E. Coleman

Established by the Word

Introducing the Prayer Cell

Life in the Living Word

The Master Plan of  Evangelism

The Spirit and the Word

Dry Bones Can Live Again

One Divine Moment (editor)

Written in Blood

Evangelism in Perspective

They Meet the Master

The Mind of  the Master

Growing in the Word

The New Covenant

The Heartbeat of  Evangelism

Evangelism on the Cutting Edge (editor)

The Spark That Ignites

Nothing to Do but to Save Souls

The Great Commission Lifestyle

The Coming World Revival

The Master’s Way of  Personal Evangelism

Singing with the Angels

_Coleman_MasterPlanOfDiscipleship_RT_djm.indd   4_Coleman_MasterPlanOfDiscipleship_RT_djm.indd   4 6/10/20   2:18 PM6/10/20   2:18 PM

Robert E. Coleman, The Master Plan of Discipleship 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



The 

M a s t e r 
P l a n  

of 
Discipleship

Robert E .  Coleman

O

_Coleman_MasterPlanOfDiscipleship_RT_djm.indd   5_Coleman_MasterPlanOfDiscipleship_RT_djm.indd   5 6/10/20   2:18 PM6/10/20   2:18 PM

Robert E. Coleman, The Master Plan of Discipleship 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



© 1987, 1998 by Robert E. Coleman

Published by Revell
a division of Baker Publishing Group
PO Box 6287, Grand Rapids, MI 49516-6287
www.revellbooks.com

Repackaged edition published 2020
ISBN 978-0-8007-3913-3

Printed in the United States of America

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—for example, electronic, photo-
copy, recording—without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only 
exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

ISBN 978-0-8007-3989-8 (hardcover)

Unless otherwise identified, Scripture quotations are from the American Standard Ver-
sion of the Revised Bible, copyright © 1901 by the International Council of Religious 
Education, and are used by permission.

Scripture quotations identified amp are from the Amplified ® New 
Testament. Copyright © 1954, 1958 by the Lockman Foundation. 
Used by permission.

20 21 22 23 24 25 26   7 6 5 4 3 2 1

20 21 22 23 24 25 26   7 6 5 4 3 2 1

_Coleman_MasterPlanOfDiscipleship_RT_djm.indd   6_Coleman_MasterPlanOfDiscipleship_RT_djm.indd   6 6/10/20   2:18 PM6/10/20   2:18 PM

Robert E. Coleman, The Master Plan of Discipleship 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



To the Lausanne Committee  
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colleagues in the bonds  
of the Great Commission,  

who share the vision of the completed mission  
of the coming King
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11

Introduction
The Great Commission

Discipling men and women is the priority around 
which our lives should be oriented.

Why do we say this? Because Jesus Christ Himself 
said it in His final words before His Ascension into heaven.

Matthew’s account sums it up: “Go ye therefore, and make 
disciples of all the nations, baptizing them into the name of 
the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit: teaching 
them to observe all things whatsoever I commanded you . . .” 
(Matt. 28:19, 20).1 Significantly, in the original text, “go,” 
“baptizing,” and “teaching” are participles. This means that 
these responsibilities derive their direction from the leading 
verb, “make disciples,” or as it might be translated, “make 
learners of Christ.”2

It shouldn’t seem strange that our Lord would place such 
a high priority on discipling. After all, Jesus was simply ask-
ing His followers to do what He had done with them. That 
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is why they could understand it. As they had freely received, 
now they were to transmit what they had learned to other 
seekers of truth. The mandate was the articulation of the 
rule by which Christ had directed His ministry. Though slow, 
and not accomplished without great sacrifice, He knew His 
way would succeed. For as individuals learn of Him and 
follow the pattern of His life, they will invariably become 
disciples, and as their disciples in turn do the same, someday 
through multiplication the world will come to know Him 
whom to know aright is life everlasting.

A Ministry Lifestyle

The Great Commission is not a special calling or a gift of 
the Spirit; it is a command—an obligation incumbent upon 
the whole community of faith. There are no exceptions. 
Bank presidents and automobile mechanics, physicians and 
schoolteachers, theologians and homemakers—everyone 
who believes on Christ has a part in His work (John 14:12).

Biblically speaking, we cannot define clergy and laity as 
mutually exclusive terms. In the bonds of Christ, all are laity 
(or the people of God) and equally share the responsibility 
to make disciples. By the same criteria, the whole body of 
believers receive the inheritance of Christ, which is the root 
idea of the term in the New Testament from which clergy is 
derived.3 Radical distinctions between the pulpit and the pew 
did not develop until well into the second century.

The establishment of a professional clergy has had a sharp 
effect on the average unordained Christian. The creation of 
such roles has tended to confuse the priesthood of all believ-
ers and has nullified a sense of responsibility for ministry. 
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Many Christians feel quite satisfied with the situation, con-
tent to allow paid clergymen and staff to do all the work. But 
even those who are more sensitive to their calling and want 
to be involved may experience a sense of frustration as they 
try to find their place of service. “After all,” they may ask, “if 
I’m not a preacher or missionary or something of the kind, 
how can I be properly engaged in ministry?”

The answer lies in their seeing the Great Commission as 
a lifestyle encompassing the total resources of every child 
of God. Here the ministry of Christ comes alive in the day-
by-day activity of discipling. Whether we have a “secular” 
job or an ecclesiastical position, a Christ-like commitment 
to bring the nations into the eternal Kingdom should be a 
part of it.

Acts of  Apostles

How ministry becomes lifestyle is nowhere better portrayed 
than in the Acts of the Apostles. With keen sensitivity to spiri-
tual reality and careful recording of historical fact, the book 
describes the way Christ’s command unfolds in the lives of 
His disciples. Special attention focuses upon great leaders, 
notably Peter and Paul, but the underlying story concerns the 
church, the ongoing body of Christ in the world. As such, it 
constitutes the second volume of the Gospel of Luke, “the 
former treatise” being the account of what Jesus “began both 
to do and to teach,” while Acts depicts what He continues to 
do through the multiplying ministry of His disciples (Acts 1:1; 
cf. Luke 1:1–4).4 By its nature, then, the mission that Christ 
initiated alone becomes in Acts a corporate movement. His 
objective and ministry are the same, only now they are diffused 
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through all His people. Validating the witness, Christ’s Spirit 
indwelling the church shines through every page.

Much could not be recorded, of course. Great historical 
writings, like masterpieces of art, must omit a great deal in 
order to concentrate attention upon the most critical points. 
Accordingly, the author singles out some leading persons and 
decisive movements, lifting out a few characteristic scenes for 
elaboration and passing over the rest with scarcely a men-
tion. In this manner he creates a vivid feeling for the whole, 
while always keeping before the reader the main theme of 
the composition.

That controlling purpose is to document the powerful 
beginnings of Christianity, showing how the Spirit of Christ 
flows through His church, against which the gates of hell 
cannot prevail. The narrative describes acts, not commit-
tee meetings or study conferences. Miracles are happening; 
lives are being transformed; the world is being turned upside 
down. In the space of one generation, a little company of 
Jesus’ disciples with explosive force sweeps from Jerusalem 
to Rome and develops from a small sect into a universal 
church. Nothing can defeat them—not the beatings of swag-
gering tyrants, not the cunning of embittered religious rulers, 
not the internal struggles of discontented members—but 
like a mighty army with banners, they move out to disciple 
the nations in the Name of their risen and reigning Lord.

Purpose of  the Book

Years ago I sought to trace the underlying strategy of Jesus’ 
personal ministry in my book The Master Plan of  Evange-
lism.5 That study in the four Gospels deducted some basic 

_Coleman_MasterPlanOfDiscipleship_RT_djm.indd   14_Coleman_MasterPlanOfDiscipleship_RT_djm.indd   14 6/10/20   2:18 PM6/10/20   2:18 PM

Robert E. Coleman, The Master Plan of Discipleship 
Revell, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



Introduction

15

principles of discipling by observing how our Lord ordered 
His life, my conviction being that His way established guide-
lines for His disciples to follow.

This present study purposes to discern how the apostolic 
church carried out His mandate. Primarily using the Acts as 
reference, my design has been to see an unfolding pattern, 
especially noting principles of Christ’s example in their wit-
ness. When these general concepts are before us, we have 
some landmarks by which to chart our present course.

I recognize that the way the first generation of Christians 
confronted their world does not fix specific policies for the 
twentieth century. Truth always must be seen in the con-
text of the time and place where people live. It is well to 
remember, too, that the early church was still in a formative 
period, without well-defined precedents outside the Judaistic 
tradition. Things were still comparatively simple and rather 
flexible. Yet while structures and methodologies may change, 
principles remain constant in every age and culture. If we 
can see these foundational truths in embryonic form, despite 
nineteen hundred years of cultural change, some basic guide-
lines can be established for the contemporary church. In fact, 
since movements tend to drift from their moorings with the 
passing of years, it is imperative that religious traditions and 
institutions continually be measured by the original pattern.

Study Plan

In my quest to discover these enduring principles, I have 
read the Acts of the Apostles many times and from many 
angles, comparing it with other New Testament accounts of 
the church and often perusing the Greek text. My desire has 
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been to let the Scripture speak for itself, because I believe the 
Bible is its own best interpreter. In special areas of interest 
in which further elucidation was desired, I have consulted 
reference works in the field. Some of these supplementary 
sources will be cited in the endnotes.6

While mindful of the principles of Christ’s ministry dis-
cussed in my earlier work on His life, I have not felt con-
strained to use the same terminology or outline in this study. 
We are dealing now with a longer period of history and many 
more people, so this book unfolds around chapter themes 
appropriate to that larger context. No order of priority is 
implied in the sequence, since all the concepts are interrelated 
and should be seen together.

The book begins with our Lord’s vision of the Kingdom 
and the coming of His universal reign through reproduction of 
disciples. In an attempt to deal with the problem of the aimless 
and self-serving multitudes, attention then turns to the need for 
concentrating effort upon persons wanting to learn of Christ 
and upon those who will labor in His harvest, underscoring 
the principle of selection. The training ground for this growing 
force of learners is seen in the close association of believers and 
their care for one another. This school of life demonstrates the 
power of the Gospel. As the church mobilizes for ministry to 
the world, leaders come forth and work in the responsibilities 
delegated to them. Faith becomes active through consecration, 
bringing discipline and supervision into the movement. The 
enabling power of the Holy Spirit, imparting the life of Christ 
in and through the church, concludes the review.

Though I have primarily focused on inductive biblical 
study, I have also attempted to suggest practical implications 
of the truth to our situation.7 How can we be the church 
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of the Great Commission today? My conviction is that if 
making disciples of all nations is not the heartbeat of our 
life, something is wrong, either with our understanding of 
Christ’s church or our willingness to walk in His way.

A Personal Yearning

At the outset let me state that I do not have all the answers. 
At best I only see through the glass darkly, as doubtless many 
of my readers will heartily agree. Many questions remain un-
resolved in my mind. But I believe that in His Word God has 
given us sufficient revelation to move forward. The Bible makes 
no mistakes. What I fail to understand in its inerrant message 
does not concern me nearly as much as what I do understand.

The more I have probed the dynamic of those first-century 
disciples, the more I am made aware of my own impotency. It 
is like comparing a river at flood stage with a trickling creek. 
The contrast leaves me convicted. J. B. Phillips, introducing 
his translation of Acts, expressed the feeling when he said “to 
turn from the vitality of these pages to almost any other cur-
rent Christian writing, be it a theological book or a church 
periodical, is to bring tears to Christian eyes.”8

Yet how invigorating is the change of outlook! Getting into 
the Book of Acts is like opening a window in a stuffy room. 
The wind of the Spirit blows through it. Here is reality. Feel-
ing its emerging freshness, we should neither try to excuse our 
spiritual ineptness, nor relegate its vitality to a bygone era. 
The apostolic church, not the prevailing mediocrity of our 
religious community, sets the norm. Where we perceive our 
shortcomings, in all honesty, we should seek to bring our lives 
into conformity with the New Testament standard.
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o n e

The Vision to Fulfill

An Upward Look

As the Book of Acts opens, Christ’s disciples are looking 
upward, watching intently as the Lord ascends into heaven. 
Then “a cloud received him out of their sight” (1:9).

In the Bible a cloud often suggests an enveloping glory of 
the divine Presence. At the time of Moses a cloud hovered 
over the Tabernacle, signifying God’s presence, and during 
the ministry of Christ on earth, a cloud overshadowed Him 
on the Mount of Transfiguration.

The cloud also has a prophetic impact. When Jesus de-
scribed His glorious return to His disciples, He told them 
that they would see the Son of Man coming in the clouds 
of heaven.

What a fitting way to begin the Acts of the Apostles. As 
the men still looked up, two white-clothed angels stood by 
them and said: “This Jesus, who was received up from you 
into heaven, shall so come in like manner as ye beheld him 
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going into heaven” (1:11). That announcement reaffirms the 
promise of the final triumph of the church at the end of the 
age, when the Kingdom of God shall come in all its glory, 
and every knee shall bow before Christ and every tongue 
confess that He is Lord (cf. Phil. 2:10).

Successors to the apostles always lived with this upward 
look. The church militant can never be separated from her 
destiny in the plan of God. What we may view as failures 
or successes in the work are only sequences in the sovereign 
will of Him who has determined the end from the beginning 
(cf. 2:23; 4:28). The past and future are eternally present in 
His mind. To comprehend the scope of evangelism, then, 
we must focus on the fulfillment of the Great Commission, 
a reality already celebrated in heaven around the throne of 
God (Rev. 5:9; 7:9).

Here, in the councils of eternity, we get perspective on 
earth’s priorities: The movement of history reaches its con-
clusion; the pieces of the puzzle fit together. At the feet of 
Jesus, permanence dispels the passing contingencies of time, 
and we know even as we are known. Though now we only 
see vaguely the outline of that Kingdom, we know that it is 
certain and that someday Jesus Christ shall reign, King of 
kings and Lord of lords (Rev. 11:15; 17:14; 19:6).

The Coming Kingdom

It should not seem strange, then, that Acts begins with Jesus 
“speaking the things concerning the kingdom of God” (1:3). 
This was in view when we were created in His image to glo-
rify His Name and serve Him in the beauty of holiness (Ps. 
86:9; Isa. 43:21; Rev. 4:11). What makes sin so loathsome is 
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that it repudiates God’s purpose, causing mankind to wor-
ship the creature rather than the Creator (Rom. 1:20–25). 
Though an infinitely holy God must judge any perversion of 
His will, ultimately separating it from His Presence, He still 
loves that which He has made and ever seeks the restoration 
of a fallen race (e.g., Isa. 45:22).

His purpose unfolds awesomely in the call of Abraham, 
through whom God will raise up a special people to show 
His glory to the nations (Gen. 12:1–3; 18:18; 22:18; 26:4; 
cf. Acts 3:25). Abraham obeyed, utterly committing himself 
to the will of God, prefiguring that quality of devotion that 
characterizes children of the Kingdom. The promise was 
never realized in the faltering experience of Israel; but God 
promised that it would be when Shiloh came, their Mes-
siah, who would bring forth peace and truth. He would 
be a light to the Gentiles and gather a people to serve Him 
from the ends of the earth (Gen. 49:10; Isa. 49:6). Evil then 
would be destroyed, justice exalted, and that rule of splen-
dor foreshadowed in the throne of David established. “Of 
the increase of his government and of peace there shall be 
no end” (Isa. 9:7).

This expectation would come to fruition with the trium-
phant coming of the King. For “behold, there came with the 
clouds of heaven one like unto a son of man, and he came 
even to the ancient of days, and they brought him near before 
him. And there was given him dominion, and glory, and a 
kingdom, that all the peoples, nations, and languages should 
serve him: his dominion is an everlasting dominion, which 
shall not pass away, and his kingdom that which shall not be 
destroyed” (Dan. 7:13–14; cf. Zech. 9:10). In this prophecy 
the bringing of the nations to the Son of Man is seen as a 
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gift God bestows to Himself, the revelation of His glory in 
the consummation of all things.

The Gospel of  His Reign

Jesus ministered in the joyous confidence of this promise. 
Every step He took on earth was in anticipation of that 
day; the sound of the hosts of heaven praising God about 
the throne was vibrant in His soul. But He also knew that 
before His everlasting dominion could be realized, the world 
must be reconciled to God through the sacrificial offering of 
the Messiah-Son. To accomplish this mission, the Servant 
of the Lord had so to identify with our fallen estate that He 
would bear our sorrows, carry our griefs, and finally die in 
our place. There was no other way. Only by accepting our 
judgment in His own body could the Lamb of God take away 
the sin of the world (Isa. 53:1–12).

It is easy to see why, after the Resurrection, Jesus took 
such care to teach His disciples the meaning of these things, 
showing them the prophecies of Scripture. These men were 
His chosen vessels through whom the world was to believe 
on Him (John 17:20–21), and unless they understood the 
purpose of His cross, how could His work be accomplished 
through them? So beginning with the Law of Moses and 
going through the Psalms and the Prophets,1 Jesus explained 
how it was necessary “that the Christ should suffer, and rise 
again from the dead the third day, and that repentance and 
remission of sins should be preached in his name unto all 
the nations, beginning from Jerusalem” (Luke 24:46–47).

This was the Gospel of the Kingdom—the good news of 
salvation to all people, which was embodied in Emmanuel’s 
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own life and work. The message found expression in the way 
He healed the brokenhearted, proclaimed release to the cap-
tive, offered recovering of sight to the blind, and provided 
freedom for those in bondage; all these were confirmed in 
His conquest of death and hell. In Him the Kingdom was 
already present, and in the inward sense of deliverance, all 
who come to Him in true repentance and faith enter His 
Kingdom—through spiritual rebirth (Matt. 18:3; Mark 
1:14–15; John 3:3, 5).

Yet the Kingdom is future in its completion, awaiting the 
coming of the Lord from heaven. Not until He returns in the 
glory of the Father will righteousness finally triumph with 
the dawning of a new age. In that day the heirs of Christ 
will see Him as He is and in perpetual praise dwell with Him  
forever.2

Until then, disciples living under His authority form a so-
ciety of “called-out ones,” the church.3 As custodians of the 
Kingdom, followers of Christ display to this world the char-
acter of that age to come. Though perfect attainment awaits 
the day when all evil is banished, still the order of heaven 
establishes the ethic of God’s people now. Christ’s love be-
comes the rule of conduct, out of which flows the compulsion 
to make known the Gospel of His Kingdom in all the earth.

Earthbound Misconceptions

The tragedy of Jesus’ time, no less than of our own, is that 
most people misunderstand this Gospel.4 Even His own dis-
ciples, though told of the Spirit’s coming, did not readily 
comprehend the immediate spiritual nature of the Kingdom 
(1:4–5). “Lord, dost thou at this time restore the kingdom to 
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Israel?” they asked (1:6; cf. Luke 24:21). Like their contem-
poraries, they were thinking of the Messianic age in material 
terms, when their oppressors would be overthrown by force 
of arms and the Jewish nation restored. Still lingering in their 
minds was an earlier expectation of a political theocracy, 
with themselves sitting at the right and left hands of the 
throne (Matt. 19:28; 20:21). In their self-centered disposition, 
perhaps, they had not grasped Jesus’ teaching about Christ’s 
reign within their hearts. Nor had they comprehended the 
unassuming manner in which it comes by personal transfor-
mation, savoring society with the aroma of heaven through 
the witness of His church.

Little wonder that Jesus found it necessary to talk to them 
more about His Kingdom reign. They needed to understand 
that in the present age “the kingdom of God is within you” 
(Luke 17:21; cf. 17:20). As Paul later expounded, “The king-
dom of God is not eating and drinking, but righteousness 
and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17). Not 
that there is no interest in making the present physical world 
a better place to live, but the eternal dimensions of  life 
are spiritual in nature and can never be satisfied by bread  
alone.

Is there not still an inclination among persons of good-
will to think in terms of material comfort and success? Our 
values tend to be determined more by fleshly gratification 
than the New Jerusalem. Concerning change in society, we 
are so accustomed to human manipulation, if not legislative 
coercion, that the quiet exercise of spiritual power seems 
unreal. Even where there is reliance on this unseen strength 
of God, too often it issues more from fanciful imagination 
than true faith in Christ.
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The Living Christ

To eliminate any possibility of confusion in the hearts of 
the disciples, Jesus links His teaching concerning the King-
dom with His resurrection from the dead: “He also showed 
himself alive after his passion by many proofs, appearing 
unto them by the space of forty days” (1:3). With this com-
prehensive statement, Luke establishes the claims of Christ’s 
triumph over the confining forces of this world. At different 
times and in various places, many persons actually saw the 
Lord in His glorified body. Some talked with Him; others 
broke bread with Him or ate a meal that He had prepared; 
some held His hands and feet and even examined the spear 
wound in His side.5 It is the kind of firsthand, objective evi-
dence that would stand up in a court of law. Clearly Jesus 
wanted His disciples assured of His bodily resurrection. This 
is no mystical mirage, no illusion of wishful thinking; rather 
they are witnesses to a very literal, visible, historical reality.

The observed Ascension of Christ speaks with the same 
certainty. By this manifestation of His glory, Christ im-
pressed upon the disciples the order of His eternal reign 
with the Father. His sacrificial ministry on earth was ended in 
triumph, and henceforth no longer bound by the limitations 
of space and time, He assumed His ministry at the right hand 
of God. There He reigns in undisputed power over heaven 
and earth, awaiting the day of His majestic return.

Apostolic Preaching

The apostolic message is understood in the context of this 
reality. What was declared by Peter at Pentecost reverberates 
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throughout the Acts: Jesus of Nazareth, a man approved 
by mighty works, whom lawless persons crucified, God 
has raised up, and exalted at His right hand, to which the 
outpouring of the Holy Spirit bears witness. Therefore, let 
everyone know assuredly that Jesus is both Christ and Lord 
(2:22–36).6

With this assurance the disciples proclaimed that the age 
of fulfillment had arrived, “the times of restoration of all 
things” (3:21). This was “the hope of the promise made of 
God unto our fathers” (26:6; cf. 28:20). All that had been 
prophesied about the suffering, death, and triumph of the 
Servant-King was accomplished in Christ, the Savior of the 
world. The stone the builders rejected was made the cor-
nerstone. “Neither is there any other name under heaven, 
that is given among men, wherein we must be saved” (4:12).

Accordingly, the people were summoned to repent and 
believe on Christ, that they may receive forgiveness of sins 
and the inheritance of those belonging to Christ (e.g., 2:38; 
3:19; 5:31; 10:43; 13:38–39; 17:30; 26:18, 20). The moral de-
mand is clear. Everyone must yield to the will of God clearly 
disclosed in “the Holy and Righteous One” (3:14). “And it 
shall be, that whosoever shall call on the name of the Lord 
shall be saved” (2:21).

At its center is the affirmation of the Lordship of Christ.7 
He is “the Judge of the living and the dead” (10:42), the 
“Lord of heaven and earth” (17:24). To heirlings of earthly 
power this Gospel was received with scorn and ridicule, but 
to the contrite and brokenhearted it was indeed the “good 
tidings of peace” (10:36). For the sovereign Lord was destined 
to rule over all; the enemies of God would be put under His 
feet (2:35). The Kingdom had come and is coming! This was 
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the resounding message of Peter and Stephen and Philip and 
Paul and all the other Christian witnesses (2:30; 3:21; 7:55; 
8:12; 14:22; 19:8; 20:25; 28:23). So as the Acts begins with 
Jesus expounding the Gospel of the Kingdom, it ends with 
His apostle telling the same story, “preaching the kingdom 
of God, and teaching the things concerning the Lord Jesus 
Christ” (28:31).

The considerable attention given to the content of the 
apostolic message throughout Acts—approximately a quar-
ter of the book—underscores the tremendous importance 
placed upon sound doctrine in the church.8 Though at this 
period complete systematic creeds had not been formulated, 
certainly there was no lack of basic theological teaching, nor 
was there any confusion respecting the essential truth of the 
Gospel.9 Clearly Luke wanted to emphasize that what they 
lived was inseparable from what they believed.

To All Nations

The message by its nature cannot be self-contained. If Christ 
is Lord of all, then every created being must recognize His 
claims upon his or her own life. Thus it was written that 
His glory must be declared among the nations (1 Chron. 
16:24; Ps. 97:6; 99:3–5); His fame must be known to the 
isles afar off (Isa. 66:19). What God accomplished through 
Israel’s Messiah was for the benefit of the world, looking to 
the day when Gentiles and Jews come together at the great 
banquet in heaven and God “hath swallowed up death for 
ever” (Isa. 25:6–8).10

This universal dimension of  the Gospel comes natu-
rally into the witness of the church. Christ’s disciples were 
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dispatched at Pentecost “unto the uttermost part of the 
earth” (1:8). Immediately its extensiveness was illustrated 
when the 120 Spirit-filled believers declared the wonderful 
works of God to representatives from no less than fifteen 
different nations that were present in Jerusalem for the feast, 
symbolizing “every nation under heaven” (2:5). As explained 
by Peter from the prophecy of Joel, God had said that His 
Spirit would be poured out “upon all flesh” that everyone 
might have opportunity to be saved (2:17). The invitation 
was not just to the international visitors, but “to all that are 
afar off, even as many as the Lord our God shall call unto 
him” (2:39). Indeed, the promise given to Abraham reached 
to “all the families of the earth” (3:25).

Despite the disciples’ hesitancy in making the applica-
tion to the non-Jewish community, persecution forced them 
to put feet to their faith. Philip goes to Samaria, where he 
preaches Christ and the Kingdom (8:26–39). Meanwhile Saul 
is converted and told by the Lord that he will bear God’s 
Name before the great and small of the earth (9:15; 22:15). 
The reluctant big fisherman, too, finally gets the message, 
which eventuates in the salvation of a Roman centurion and 
his household (10:1–48). So important is this breakthrough 
to the Gentiles that the story is twice repeated with confirm-
ing testimony of God’s direction (11:1–18; 15:1–29).

Soon the good news comes to Antioch, where it is embraced 
by Greek-speaking as well as Aramaic Jews (11:19–21). From 
this integrated congregation Paul and Barnabas are sent 
out to take the Gospel to the world. When their witness is 
scorned by the Jews at Antioch of Pisidia, they turn to the 
Gentiles, as the Lord commanded (13:46–47). This becomes 
the pattern in city after city, as the missionaries seek to lift 
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up the Lord of heaven and earth who “made of one every 
nation of men” (17:26), and who “commandeth men that 
they should all everywhere repent” (17:30). As the epic closes 
with Paul in Rome, he is still preaching the universal love of 
God for the human race.11

Continual Growth

What is seen in this vision to reach the world has its corollary 
in church growth. The frequent mention of numerical expan-
sion appears to be by design. The writer of Acts wants us 
to realize that the apostolic witness had measurable results.

So following the outpouring of Pentecost about three thou-
sand receive the good news and are baptized (2:41). Moreover, 
every day thereafter “the Lord added” to the church “those 
that were saved” (2:47). Soon the number of men alone (as 
distinct from women and children) approximated five thou-
sand (4:4). Outward threatenings by the Jewish authority and 
fearful judgment upon two hypocrites within the church only 
seem to accelerate the growth, as “believers were the more 
added to the Lord, multitudes both of men and women” 
(5:14). By the sixth chapter, addition has changed to mul-
tiplication as “the word of God increased; and the number 
of the disciples multiplied in Jerusalem exceedingly” (6:7).12 
Even “a great company of the priests were obedient to the 
faith,” indicating that numbers of persons in this most re-
sistant group in Israel were at last coming to Christ (6:7).13

More ruthless persecution serves to drive believers to 
nearby regions, and as they go they preach the Word (8:4). 
Typifying this dispersion was Philip’s witness to the Samari-
tans, where many “gave heed” and were baptized (8:6, 12). 
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The witness is further spread to villages by Peter and John 
(8:25). Then an Ethiopian is converted on the road to Gaza, 
after which Philip preaches the Gospel “through . . . all the 
cities, till he came to Caesarea” (8:40). Saul of Tarsus, the 
Sanhedrin’s chief prosecutor, on his way to arrest believers 
in Damascus, is transformed by Christ and begins boldly to 
proclaim his newfound Lord. “So the church throughout all 
Judaea and Galilee and Samaria had peace, being edified; 
and, walking in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of 
the Holy Spirit, was multiplied” (9:31).14

Some harassed saints settled in Lydda, where Peter visits 
and heals a paralytic man. Scripture reports that “all that 
dwelt at Lydda and in Sharon saw him, and they turned to 
the Lord” (9:35). At Joppa many believed following the rais-
ing of Tabitha (9:42). From there Peter goes to Caesarea to 
bring the Gospel to the Roman officer, and Cornelius and 
his house are saved (10:44–48; 11:14). Other disciples go to 
people still more removed from their Jewish roots, and at An-
tioch “a great number” of Gentiles turn to the Lord (11:21), 
an ingathering repeated when Barnabas visits the church 
(11:24, 26). Though Herod singled out some of the Chris-
tian leaders for persecution, killing James and imprisoning 
Peter, still “the word of God grew and multiplied” (12:24).

With the sending of Paul and Barnabas by the church at 
Antioch, growth increasingly follows a global course. Moving 
into Asia Minor, wherever the witness is heard, persons turn 
to Christ (13:12, 42; 14:21). At Antioch of Pisidia “almost the 
whole city was gathered together to hear the word of God” 
(13:44), and despite hostility, “as many as were ordained to 
eternal life believed. And the word of the Lord was spread 
abroad throughout all the region” (13:48–49). It is much the 
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same story at Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe (14:1, 20–21, 27), 
where Christians “were strengthened in the faith, and in-
creased in number daily” (16:5). Challenged by the Macedo-
nian vision, the missionaries travel into Europe—to Philippi, 
Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, Corinth, and neighboring re-
gions, reaping a harvest of souls (16:15, 33–34; 17:4, 12, 34; 
18:8). Back and forth they move across the Mediterranean 
world, making disciples who in turn disciple others, until it 
is said that “all they that dwelt in Asia heard” the Gospel 
(19:10; cf. 26; 24:5). Even their enemies admitted that the 
Christians “turned the world upside down” (17:6). Truly the 
Word of the Lord grew “mightily” and “prevailed” (19:20).15

Acts closes with the witness firmly planted in the capital of 
the world, the message of Christ going forth “with all bold-
ness” (28:31). There is no conclusion. Indeed, there can be 
none, for we are still living in that age of the harvest, and it 
will continue until the work is finished. Yet in the space of little 
more than thirty years the witness had reached “the uttermost 
part of the earth” as Jesus had commanded (1:8). Paul could 
speak of the Christian faith as being proclaimed “throughout 
the whole world” (Rom. 1:8; cf. Col. 1:5–6). In the general 
sense of making known the Gospel to all nations, certainly the 
apostolic church took the Great Commission seriously, and to 
a remarkable degree, actually succeeded in penetrating vast seg-
ments of the habitable world with the claims of the Kingdom.16

Principle of  Multiplication

Considering that the church prior to Pentecost numbered 
only a few hundred believers, this is an astounding achieve-
ment.17 Probably the Christian community within three 
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decades had multiplied four hundred fold,18 which represents 
an annual increase of 22 percent for more than a generation, 
and the rate of growth continued remarkably high for three 
hundred years. By the beginning of the fourth century, when 
Constantine was converted to Christianity, the number of 
disciples may have reached ten or twelve million, or roughly 
a tenth of the total population of the Roman Empire.19

Such growth cannot be sustained by merely adding the 
children of Christians to the rolls, nor is it the result of 
large transfers of membership from other congregations. 
The early church grew by evangelistic multiplication, as wit-
nesses of Christ reproduced their lifestyle in the lives of those 
about them.

It does not matter how small the group is at the beginning, 
provided that they implant their vision in men and women 
who will in turn pass the word along to others, and that they 
also reproduce. The early church gave eloquent witness to the 
dynamic in the hearts of people who take God at His Word 
and believe that with Him nothing is impossible.

 A P P L I C AT I O N  T O D AY  

Times change, of course. Nothing in our society is ever sta-
tionary. But the command to reach the world for Christ re-
mains the same. The Book of Acts makes clear that bringing 
the Gospel to every creature is God’s program, and it can 
be accomplished.

World evangelization, considered in its full spiritual di-
mension, complements vital Christianity. Indeed, it is part of 
the Kingdom vision. Here is a divinely ordered goal for every 
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Christian. Not only is it attainable; it is inevitable. Whether 
or not we believe it, someday the Gospel of the Kingdom will 
be heard to the ends of the earth (Matt. 24:14). The God of 
the universe will not be defeated in His purpose. Any activity 
not in step with His design for human destiny is an exercise 
in futility. The sooner we realize this and align our way with 
His, the sooner we will be relevant to eternity.

How critically the church needs the Kingdom vision—a 
vision born of the Word of God and the reality of His will 
for humankind. Too easily we have settled for less, letting 
the world set our agenda, while the priorities of heaven are 
ignored. All the while the aimless multitudes drift ever nearer 
to destruction, without a song to sing or a cause to espouse.

In this light, is it not appropriate to ask ourselves, “What is 
God’s aspiration for our lives?” Only after we have determined 
where our Lord wants us to go can we make plans to get there.

The issue turns on our view of God and His Gospel to 
the world. If we are assured that the King of Glory, having 
taken our sins away and shattered death in conquest of the 
grave, will save unto the uttermost all who come to Him, 
then we cannot sit idly by while men and women perish 
without hope. We dare not show unconcern for the world 
God loves and for which He gave His beloved. The good news 
of salvation must be heralded to the ends of the earth. Jesus 
is Lord! He reigns on high and is coming again in majesty 
and power. Just the thought makes the heart almost miss a 
beat in wonder! We may not amount to much, but we have 
a great Savior, and His Kingdom is forever.

Here is where we begin. How this vision will be realized, 
however, brings us to consideration of another principle in 
the unfolding drama of redemption.
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