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16 Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the 
mountain to which Jesus had directed them. 17 
When they saw him, they worshiped him, but they 
doubted. 18 And Jesus came and said to them, “All 
authority in heaven and on earth has been given to 
me. 19 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 20 and teaching 
them to obey everything that I have commanded 
you. And remember, I am with you always, to the 
end of the age.” (Matthew 28:16-20, NRSV) 
 

 

 
By a show of hands, how many have heard of the Great 
Commission. Now, if you haven’t heard of the Great 
Commission, you’re actually in good company. These 
disciples hadn’t heard of it either. It wouldn’t even be 
called the Great Commission till long after they were 
gone. Here’s the statistics according to Barna, a 
research organization for all things having to do with 
the church. 
 
When churchgoers were asked if they had heard of the 
Great Commission, 51% said, “No.” 25% said, “Yes, but 
I can’t exactly remember what it means.” And only 17% 
said, “Yes, and I can tell you what it means.” (6% said 
they didn’t know if they’d heard of it or not, which 
means…I guess they should have just said, “No.”1) 
 
You could make a case that these 5 verses should be 
preached at least once a year. These are the final 
instructions of Jesus to his disciples before he leaves 
them to do these very specific things on their own. It’s 
as if to say, “Every single thing we do as a church 
should be flavored by these words. Every Session 
meeting, every youth gathering, every conversation in 
the sanctuary, for sure, but also around every table in 
every home … every one of these should be impacted by 
this one mission that all of us share as followers of 

                                                           
1 Barna Research , 2023. 

https://www.barna.com/research/half-churchgoers-not-heard-

great-commission/ 

Jesus.” Maybe the problem is that the poll was taken of 
church-goers. Because, in fact these words turn the 
disciples from church-goers into goers-out-of-the-church. 
The disciples hadn’t heard of the Great Commission 
either, but they lived for three years with the one who 
modeled what the Going-Out-Church should look like! 
Are we following that same Jesus? Let’s take a look at 
these words together. 
 
When I know I have a preaching engagement ahead, 
the first thing I do is to take the words of Scripture, 
these words in Matthew in this case, and just read them 
over and over. This week, as I read them, a five-letter 
question started to emerge over and over on every line. 
I started writing this question over and over wondering 
where it would take me. (I love the way God pulls 
things together when you give Him a chance.) Later, 
when I was away from it, I sat down in my usual place 
to add a word to my crossword puzzle, and this was the 
next clue: “One of journalism’s 5 Ws”: 
 
You probably already have it figured out. It’s the same 
question I’d just been writing over and over: “Where?” 
 
Then, I turned to Genesis 28, our Scripture passage for 
last Monday, and it became a spoiler alert for where 
God ended up leading me. In verses 15 and 16, God is 
talking to Jacob. He says, 
 
Know that I am with you wherever you go, and will bring 
you back to this land; for I will not leave you until I have 
done what I promised through you. 2 
 
At that time Jacob woke up from sleeping and said, 
Surely the LORD is in this place—and I did not know it!3 
I’m reminded here that location—location, location – 
matters. So often, I miss the fact that God is right here! 
God is with me, God is with us, wherever here is. Jesus 
sounds a lot like this God of the Old Testament. 
Amazing how that happens. 

 
2 Genesis 28:15 
3 Genesis 28:16 

https://www.barna.com/research/half-churchgoers-not-heard-great-commission/
https://www.barna.com/research/half-churchgoers-not-heard-great-commission/
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The last lines of this Great Commission again, that tie 
all the “Where’s” together: And remember, I am with you 
always, to the end of the age.4 
 
Throughout Scripture, you’ll notice that places have 
deep meaning. Throughout the message this morning, 
you’ll hear me playing with theology around “place”—
thinking about the sacredness of place and the way 
places are traced through Scripture … from the Garden 
of Eden – Egypt – Sinai – Canaan – temples where 
God’s actual presence could be found to Galilee – 
Nazareth (could anything good come from that place?) 
– to Jerusalem – Golgotha where Jesus was killed – and 
now this mountain without a name where Jesus stands 
with his disciples. 
 
We really have lost a sense of the value of place. 
Children can name thousands of logos from various 
products of advertising, but rarely can they name the 
trees and plants in the places where they live. The 
places we’re from, the places we live now, and the places 
we may be sent all have sacred importance, and we see 
that coming to focus in the Great Commission. 
[Someone asked me recently if I am going to teach a 
class any time soon. Looking at a theology of place and 
recovering that in the story of Scripture and our own 
lives would be an interesting subject to explore 
together. But I don’t want to get too stuck on that this 
morning.] 
 
I don’t know about you, but there are certain exact 
places that hold special significance for me. For 
example, I could go and point to the exact rock where I 
turned my life over to Jesus at a summer camp in the 
Northwest. Except they destroyed it, and built a 
worship center looking over the lake. I was devastated 
at first, until I learned that I would be speaking to 
others about a life with Jesus from that exact location 
that was now a platform for presenting at that camp. 
 
A few of us are exploring this direction of “OUT” by 
looking into the possibility of doing Young Life in the 
neighborhood, with Kennedy High School in our 
backyard. We went to a retreat recently. At one point, I 
had a vivid memory as a High School Senior. I 
remember the exact location in the basement of a home 
on 65th Avenue during a Young Life meeting. I was 
holding my girlfriend’s hand—with my left hand—and 
tickling and poking a girl named Wendy—with my 
right hand. Things were about to change the direction 
of my life forever that night. I could take you to the 
exact square of carpet. 

                                                           
4 Verse 20 
5 Hales, Ashley. Oh, The Places We’ll Stay. 

https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2019/may-web-only/oh-

places-well-stay-theology-of-place.html 

Let me insert this one thought about place and then 
we’ll move on. When we read and talk about the Great 
Commission, it often leads to questions of where we’ll 
“go,” away from where we live. You may be familiar 
with the Dr. Seuss book often given to graduates called, 
Oh, the Places You’ll Go. In contrast, Ashley Hales writes 
an article called, “Oh, the Places We’ll Stay.” She talks 
about place and rootedness. She writes: 
 

Rootedness in place is a part of the biblical story from the 
beginning. God gives place as a gift and as a way to 
know God. Humans are given Eden, the first home, the 
land, a place to steward and work in concert with God 
and each other.5 

 
She makes a good case that when Jesus says, “Go to 
preach and baptize and make disciples,” he may be 
asking us to look at our own neighborhood—maybe 
even our own homes, as our going place. 
 
When Jesus challenges us with these final words, the 
temptation is to automatically take our brains and hearts 
around the globe. To be sure, that may be where Jesus 
is calling you. But he may just as well be asking us to 
stay put and look right in front of us. Sometimes, we 
overlook the painfully obvious opportunities with 
people all around us every day. 
 
Okay, take a deep breath. Let me share with you briefly 
these questions of where that came up for me as I looked 
at the passage: 
 
Look at the first couple of words: “Now the eleven 
disciples…” Already, this called for the first question:  
 

(1) Where is Judas? 
 
Now, we know where Judas is. But why would Matthew 
have to write that down here and show how very 
imperfect was this group of Jesus’ friends. Where is 
Judas? Judas took his own life because his hopes for 
Jesus to conquer the Romans seemed over, and his own 
betrayal of a best friend and mentor was all too much to 
take. But the inclusion here is not to point out that 
there might always be one bad egg in the dozen. No, the 
depth of hope and emotion and pain that was in Judas 
was in all of the disciples. Judas was in every disciple. 
Judas is in each one of us. 
 
You don’t have to read too far in the Bible to know that 
twelve (12) was considered the perfect number. 
Completion. But you also don’t have to read too far 

 

https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2019/may-web-only/oh-places-well-stay-theology-of-place.html
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before you realize God always seems to choose flailing, 
inadequate, human leaders, and simply asks them to 
trust Him. 
 
I like the way Dale Bruner approaches this question of 
Where is Judas. He writes: The church that Jesus sends into 
the world is fallible, “elevenish,” and imperfect. Yet Jesus uses 
exactly such a church to do his perfect work.6 
 
The Good News is that we’re all included in the Great 
Commission. The bad news is, exactly no one is off the 
hook—we are all included. We bring our edges, 
tendencies, addictions, personalities, bad language, poor 
attitudes, lack of knowledge, and irritabilities and say, 
“Here I am Lord! Send me.” And because of these first 
four words of the Great Commission—already, we can 
say it with confidence! 
 
Oh, and not only these first words. Look a bit further, 
after it says they worshiped him. What were they doing at 
the same time as they were worshiping? They also doubted. 
Dale Bruner adds to this and actually calls the Christian 
faith “bipolar” and that disciples live their lives between 
WORSHIP and DOUBT.7 The bridge between the two 
once again, is trust, the secret ingredient, the only 
ingredient, Jesus is looking for. We don’t have to have 
things figured out at all to be invited into this. 
 
Judas represents for us the places of imperfection, 
inadequacy, and maybe even anguish that keeps us from 
listening to these kinds of Scripture passages. Jesus 
wants us to live lives of asking “Where are you sending 
me, Lord?” Judas represents the places in our lives 
where we feel “elevenish,” and assume we are not one of 
the disciples Jesus is talking to. But he is. 
 
This brings us to the second “WHERE” question: 
 

(2) Where is this mountain? 
 
In the very next line, Jesus met the disciples in Galilee, 
on the mountain where he commanded them to go. Where is 
this mountain? And why did Jesus meet them there? 
Well, technically, no one knows which mountain this is. 
But that doesn’t mean it’s not important. It could be the 
mountain where he gave the Sermon on the Mount. It 
could be the mountain where Jesus slipped away alone 
to pray so often. It could be the mountain where the 
thousands came to him to be healed one afternoon. We 
don’t know. But mountains almost always had the 
quality in the Bible of being a place where God hands 
down some special kind of words. Why should this be 

                                                           
6 Bruner, Dale. Matthew Commentary, Volume II, 

Churchbook. Pg 1090. 

any different. As they were trudging up the hill, their 
hearts beating a bit faster because of the elevation, they 
were no doubt thinking, whatever this is about, it's 
bound to be good, or at least important. It might even 
be great! 
 
The mountain represents the places where we hear 
God’s voice. 
 
At this point, I’m going to resist the temptation for a 
shameless plug for our Reflective Retreat coming up in 
just three weeks. Suffice it to say, instead, that our 
Christian journey needs intentional times of giving God 
room to speak. Because in fact, God is always speaking. 
So, I should say, we need space so our own heart, soul, 
and mind, can receive what God is always telling us. 
The reflective retreat would just be one of many ways, 
though a really good one, to carve out that space, and 
practice listening again. 
 
Do you agree in your own reading of Scripture, that 
God is always giving us a Great Commission? Could it 
be that there is always a direction that the Holy Spirit 
within us is asking us to turn and move toward? This is 
why we need mountains. This is why we need spaces for 
us to constantly be asking God: 
 
“WHERE?” 
 
 Or “Where now, God?” 
 
…and follow this Jesus of the Great Commission on a 
Great Adventure. And we can offer this trust to Jesus 
because of what he says next. Don’t miss this: All 
authority (where?) in heaven AND earth has been given to 
me. 
 
Therefore… 
 
The final “WHERE” question is perhaps the most 
obvious. Jesus tells his disciples that he wants them to 
leave, to move, to GO to ALL nations. So, the obvious 
question is, simply,  
 

(3) Uh, where do you want me to go? 
 
I imagine that they must have been looking at one 
another and back at Jesus and thinking, perhaps even 
saying aloud, “Uh, Jesus, there are not even twelve of us 
here. You’re going to have to be a bit more specific than 
“all nations.” 
 

7 7 Bruner, Dale. Matthew Commentary, Volume II, 

Churchbook. Pg 1093. 
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This is a question that has overwhelmed and 
antagonized Christians that feel called to mission work 
for hundreds of years. I want to go, God, but there are 
just too many choices! 
 
The older I get the less convinced I am that there is just 
one place that a person is called. If we approach any 
calling with integrity and dedication and prayer, I think 
there could be thousands of possible places we could go 
and still be right in the middle of God’s will. Having 
said that, I do think the choice will usually contain 
either surprise or challenge. And we see this 
throughout the people God calls—either some element 
of surprise that God is calling them to that place or an 
element of challenge that requires deep trust. The same 
is usually true for us if we’re listening. 
 
Every year, we have conversations about doing a 
summer mission trip, and we have to ask this same 
question: “Where should we go?” But for those trips, 
the going is important. I can’t emphasize enough how 
important it is sometimes in our lives to get away from 
our surroundings and allow God to shape us and our 
perspectives in a new place. Something happens when 
we get out of our comfort zones. 
 
In some ways the world is getting smaller and smaller, 
and the ability to go to all the nations is becoming more 
possible. What an amazing period of time to ponder 
where God may be calling us OUT—to spread the 
Good News. 
 
Did you know that this generation right now, will be 
the first generation in which EVERY geopolitical 
nation in the world will have followers of Jesus living 
there. According to mission statistics, as of the year 
2000, there were 3,158 people groups (not countries, 
but independent people groups) that did not have any 
engaged Christian people or missionaries at work in 
those places. Several mission organizations came 
together and said that’s not acceptable, and they got to 
work training missionaries, adopting areas, and taking 
the Good News. Twenty-one years later, in the year 
2021, that number had shrunk to 144 people groups, 
and all of those groups have been adopted by a plan, so 
that… 
 
By the end of this decade, every people group in the 
world without exception will have had a chance to hear 
about Jesus. Do you know what that means? Listen to 
this prophecy from Matthew 24. The disciples had 
asked Jesus what they should watch for before he came 
back. 
 

                                                           
8 Matthew 24:1-14 

First let me say, he was MOST clear that we would all 
be surprised, that only the Father in heaven really 
knows, so don’t worry about trying to decipher clues 
like a puzzle. But, he said, here are some signs that the 
end of the world will come back (check it out in 
Matthew 24): 
 

- You will hear of wars (check) 
- You will hear rumors of wars (check) 
- Nation will rise against nation (check) 
- There will be famines (check) 
- There will be earthquakes (check) 
- You followers will be hated by many 

(check) 
- False prophets will lead some astray (check) 
- And here it is: The good news of the 

kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the 
world, as a testimony to every nation… 

 
…and then the end will come.8 
 
The final piece of that prophecy is about to happen. It’s 
awesome. It’s scary. And many of you may feel called in 
some way to be a part of this exciting place in history. I 
hope some do. 
 
Quick quiz. Jeff mentioned this a few weeks ago. What 
nation has the fastest growing Christian church in the 
world right now? 
 
Iran. 
 
The second fastest growing church is Afghanistan. 
More Muslims have become Christians in the past 20 
years than in the previous 1400 years combined. Every 
year, not thousands, but millions of Muslims become 
Christians on the other side of the world.9 
 
You could be a part of that. 
 
But guess what? On this side of the world, millions of 
children growing up in Christian homes are choosing a 
life without Christ. We have to be careful that we don’t 
get so enamored by the adventure of the Great 
Commission that we miss out on the sacredness of our 
rootedness, and of the importance of opportunities to 
love our next door neighbors well. 
 
So many of my conversations with parents in our 
church and with leaders in other churches are about the 
challenge of how to engage young people in a 
relationship with Christ…in the midst of a culture that 
seems to lack love, or adventure, or depth that the 
Great Commission intends. 

9 Byrd, Andy. The Great Commission and the Next Generation 

– Part 1. Crazy Love Podcast. Nov 17, 2021. 



 

 

5 

Perhaps if we, too, had to sneak around at midnight to 
one another’s homes to worship God like they do in the 
fastest growing countries, we might actually have more 
of a chance. But you can’t fabricate that. 
 
In the meantime, whether you follow the call to an 
island in the South Pacific that no one’s heard of, or you 
dig into conversations about how to love our own 
neighbors like Jesus, we have to land on the most 
important WHERE question that I haven’t even 
mentioned yet. 
 
Are you ready? If we haven’t asked this question yet 
about this passage, we’ve missed the point. 
 
WHERE IS GOD? 
 
Hear again the final words of Jesus. We already read 
them, Jacob heard them from God, and it’s been a theme 
in every place followers of God have found themselves. 
This is the Good News of the Gospel no matter where 
we’re called, no matter how difficult: 
 
Jesus says, And remember, I am with you always, to 
the end of the age. There is no challenge that we are 
facing in our world or in our families or in our 
community in which God does not meet us and say, “I 
am here. Trust me.” This is our mantra, these final 
words. 
 
Abraham Kuyper said, “There is not a square inch in the 
whole domain of our human existence over which 
Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not cry, Mine!”10 
 
I’d love for you to read with me these famous words 
from Psalm 139 that drives this point home.  
Let’s read these words together slowly… 
 
Where can I go from your Spirit? 
    Where can I flee from your presence? 
If I go up to the heavens, you are there; 
    if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. 
If I rise on the wings of the dawn, 
    if I settle on the far side of the sea, 
even there your hand will guide me, 
    your right hand will hold me fast.11 
 
So often, you walk away from a sermon on the Great 
Commission with the question: Should I Stay Or Should I 
Go? Maybe you hear THE CLASH singing in your ears. 
The answer is yes and yes. Either could be where Jesus 
leads. Talk together in life groups and in coffee shops 

                                                           
10 Hales, Ashley. Oh the Places We’ll Stay. 

https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2019/may-web-only/oh-

places-well-stay-theology-of-place.html 

about that question. Write down places that surprise 
you, places that challenge you. Then pray about them. 
Add some, eliminate some. But then, go. Anywhere. 
Love people wherever you land, and tell them it’s 
because God loved you first. 
 
This morning, don’t walk away without hearing and 
really feeling and knowing those final words wherever 
you go: 
 
Remember I will be with you. You can trust me. I will be 
with you. 
 
A little girl asked her Mother, “Mommy, where is 
God?” 
 
“Well, sweetheart, God is everywhere!” 
 
She thought about that, then said, “But Mommy, I want 
God to be…somewhere.” 
 
God was somewhere. In a very particular small patch of 
geography in the Middle East for just a few short years. 
Long enough to let us know that God is a God that will 
sacrifice all to remind us God wants to be with us 
always, needs to be with us always, and has the 
authority and power to be with us…to the end of the 
age. 
 
Amen. 
 



 

“The Next Step” 
A Resource for Life Groups / Personal Application 

 
1.  Read again the Great Commission found in Matthew 
28:16-20. What question does this passage bring up for 
you that you hadn’t thought to ask before? 
 
2.  How familiar are you with this passage? What has 
been your experience with these important words of 
Jesus in your life? Are they fairly new? Have they 
motivated you to move in any significant ways before? 
 
3.  How might these words sound different today than 
they would have to those eleven disciples? 
 
4.  How do you respond to the statistic that in the next 
five years every people group in the world will have had 
a chance to hear the Gospel for the first time in history? 
 

 
11 Psalm 139:7-10 

https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2019/may-web-only/oh-places-well-stay-theology-of-place.html
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5.  How have various “places” had sacred importance in 
Scripture? What impact have the various “places” in 
your life had on your walk with the Lord? 
 
6.  What “places” in the world are possibilities for where 
God may be sending you? 
 
7.  Are there practical ways that we can be more aware 
of God’s constant presence with us wherever we are? 
 



 

Table to Table 
A Question for Kids & Adults to Answer Together 
 

Think together as a family about the places in the 
world (near and far) that need to hear about Jesus’ 
love. Is there a way you can be a part of that? 


