A Lord Like No Other #7

“Goodbye…For Now”

Matthew 28:16-20; Acts 1:1-11

This morning marks a milestone as we complete our series of sermons on the earthly life and ministry of Jesus Christ. For those keeping count, this is sermon number seventy in the series—by far the longest sermon series I have ever preached (and probably ever will preach!) Yet I do not say this apologetically. This is truly a life like no other. For followers of Jesus, what better focus of study can we have than His teachings and living example?

Over the past several weeks we have considered the appearances of Jesus after His resurrection from the dead. This morning we will examine the final two sightings before His ascension into Heaven. These took place on two mountains in two distinct places in which Jesus commissioned His followers. At the first in Galilee, He gave them the scope of the plan; at the second in Judea, He gave them the source of the power.

A Pronouncement of a Special Commission

The first meeting is recorded in Matthew 28:16-20,

Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told them to go. When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in  the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”

Jesus had directed the disciples to Galilee after His resurrection, and apparently that included a specific mountain. We are not told which mountain it was, but perhaps it was the one where the Lord had given His sermon on the mount.
 Others have thought it was the same as where Jesus had been transfigured, but again we have no certainty.

Matthew states that “the eleven disciples” were there (since Judas was no longer present) and that “they worshiped him, but some doubted.” This should not be taken as implying that some of the eleven ultimately refused to believe, but that some (like Thomas) took longer to accept the reality of the resurrection than others.

Leon Morris suggests that “doubted” may be too strong a word to translate the original Greek; he suggests that “hesitated” seems more appropriate. Perhaps they were not sure that the person they were seeing was the one who was crucified. Perhaps they were not sure that Jesus really was risen; they may have wondered whether they were seeing a vision, not a real person.

Some Bible scholars equate this “mountain meeting” in Galilee with the appearance of the Lord to “more than 500 brethren at one time” in 1 Corinthians 15:6. The fact that some of the people present doubted His resurrection would suggest that more than the eleven Apostles were present, for these men were now confirmed believers.

What follows is the pronouncement of a special commission. This passage is often referred to as “The Great Commission.” A commission is defined as “a formal written warrant granting the power to perform various acts or duties” or the “authority to act for, in behalf of, or in place of another.”
 

The King James Version renders verse 18, “All power is given unto me in heaven and in earth.” The word translated “power” here is exousia, which refers to authority or delegated power along with the right to use it. In this context neither “power” nor “authority” is an adequate translation. As the Lord used it here, exousia means “all the right of absolute authority and all the resources of absolute power.”

You see, the resurrection was not the end of the story. In a sense, it was only the beginning. For Jesus, His triumph over death and Satan was the basis on which all of His Father’s authority is vested in Him.
 Only after Jesus had risen could he claim universal authority, and only then could he exercise it in sending his disciples into the world. It was the resurrection that made the difference. The essential link between the universal authority of Jesus and the universal commission of the church pervades Scripture. For example, we see it in Daniel 7, where the Son of Man is given authority so that all nations will worship him. We also see it in Philippians 2:9-11, where we are told that God has exalted Jesus and given Him the name above every name, that is, the rank above every rank, in order that every knee should bow to Him and every tongue confess him Lord.

Note also the scope of this mission. All authority…all nations…all that I commanded you…and I am with you always. This is a perpetual mission intended to extend His authority to all people, in all places, throughout all time. His goal is nothing short of a worldwide kingdom in which every person bends the knee to King Jesus.

This commission to the nations has never been rescinded; it is still binding on the people of God. A link between the ‘all authority’ he claimed and the ‘all nations’ he commissioned his followers to disciple is clearly intended. The universal mission of the church springs from the universal authority of Jesus.

The plan is to “make disciples of all nations.” The main verb in Jesus’ directive to the disciples is “make disciples.” Surprisingly, it isn’t “go.” It isn’t “baptize.” Nor is it even “teach.” He included all of those verbs to give support to the main idea.
 We are to make disciples though initiative (“go”), initiation (“baptize”), and instruction (“teach”). Being a disciple means more than being a convert or a church member. Apprentice might be an equivalent term. A disciple attaches himself to a teacher, identifies with him, learns from him, and lives with him. He learns, not simply by listening, but also by doing.

The Great Commission does not say, “Come and see!” Rather is says, “Go and tell!” Sadly, many have understood Christianity as a practice of merely coming together in one place once a week rather than living a life on the go, in fellowship and on mission with Christ. Equally sad is the fact that evangelism—carrying out our commission to make disciples—too often has been about dragging people into a church so the pastor can preach at them, instead of living in the power of the Spirit all week long and engaging people purposefully for Christ.
 In most churches, the congregation pays the pastor to preach, win the lost, and build up the saved—while the church members function as cheerleaders (if they are enthusiastic) or spectators. The “converts” are won, baptized, and given the right hand of fellowship, then they join the other spectators. How much faster our churches would grow, and how much stronger and happier our church members would be, if each one were discipling another believer. The only way a local church can “be fruitful and multiply” (instead of growing by “addition”) is with a systematic discipleship program. This is the responsibility of every believer, and not just a small group who have been “called to go.”
 This command is not just for those in vocational Christian ministries—missionaries, evangelists, and preachers—but for all believers.

The Great Commission ends not with a command but with a promise: “Surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” Our English “always” masks a Greek expression found only here, and meaning “the whole of every day.” Jesus promises to be with His disciples, as they make disciples of others, not only on the long haul, but “the whole of every day,” “to the very end of the age.”
 The same One Matthew identifies as “Emmanuel,” meaning “God with us,” at the beginning of his gospel now promises to be “God with us” through the whole of time.

A Preview of a Second Coming

This meeting in Galilee was not the ascension of Jesus, though. We read in Luke 24:50-52, “When he had led them out to the vicinity of Bethany, he lifted up his hands and blessed them. While he was blessing them, he left them and was taken up into heaven. Then they worshiped him and returned to Jerusalem with great joy.” This took place in Judea, not Galilee, somewhere in the vicinity of Bethany outside Jerusalem. 

Luke adds in Acts 1:12 that it was on the Mount of Olives, “a Sabbath day’s journey away” from Jerusalem, which would be about half a mile. Any point along or near the present ridge of the Mount of Olives would qualify.

We read the fullest account of Jesus’ ascension in Acts 1:6-11,

So when they met together, they asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” 

He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

After he said this, he was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. 

They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them. “Men of Galilee,” they said, “why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.” 


Chuck Swindoll defines “ascension” as “The doctrinal belief that Jesus Christ bodily left the earth forty days after His resurrection, thus ending His earthly ministry until His second advent. His acceptance into heaven by God the Father verified the Father’s satisfaction in the life and death of His Son while he was upon the earth.”

This had always been part of the divine plan. Jesus not only predicted His death and resurrection, but also His ascension and exaltation. In the Upper Room on the night of His betrayal and arrest, Jesus told His disciples He was going to leave them and return to the Father. In the ascension, He visibly left His disciples and returned to Heaven.

There is widespread skepticism whether the ascension of Jesus was a literal, historical event. Surely, critics say, it belongs to a pre-scientific philosophy in which Heaven was regarded as “up there,” so that Jesus had to be “taken up” in order to get there.
 They view Luke’s description as figurative, not literal.

Nor should we think that Jesus was traveling through outer space in order to get to Heaven. Some critics ridicule the ascension by representing Jesus as the first astronaut. No, He could have simply vanished and gone to the Father secretly and invisibly. The reason for a public and visible ascension is surely that he wanted them to know that he had gone for good. During the forty days he had kept appearing, disappearing and reappearing. But now this interim period was over. This time his departure was final. So they were not to wait around for his next resurrection appearance. Instead, they were to wait for somebody else, the Holy Spirit. For he would come only after Jesus had gone, and then they could get on with their mission in the power he would give them.

Verse ten records that “a cloud hid him from their sight.” I had never given this much thought, but in my study of this passage I discovered several scholars who equate this cloud with the cloud of God’s glory (Hebrew shekinah) in the Old Testament and the cloud that enveloped Jesus on the Mount of Transfiguration.

Furthermore, in the ascension of Jesus we have a preview of a second coming. While the disciples stood looking up into heaven as Jesus disappeared, the Bible says, “Two men dressed in white stood beside them. ‘Men of Galilee,’ they said, ‘why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.’  These words mean simply that as he went bodily, he shall come back bodily; that as he went physically, he shall come back physically; that as he went personally, he shall come back personally.
 And, as John Stott concludes, “The same cloud that had hidden him from their sight would be the chariot of his coming as it had been of his going.
 I believe this is seen in the coming of Christ on the white cloud in Revelation 14.

The New Testament is filled with predictions of Christ’s second coming. Of the 216 chapters in the New Testament, there are well over 300 references to the return of Jesus Christ. Only 4 of the 27 New Testament books fail to mention Christ’s return. That means one-twentieth of the entire New Testament is dedicated to the subject of our Lord’s return.

Yet our preoccupation should not be on the sky but on “the ends of the earth.” Our calling is to be witnesses, not stargazers. Curiosity about heaven and its occupants, speculation about prophecy and its fulfilment, an obsession with “times and seasons”—these can distract us from our God-given mission. Christ will come personally, visibly, gloriously—of that we have been assured. Other details can wait. Meanwhile, we have work to do in the power of the Spirit.
 Matthew records that we are to “make disciples” while Luke writes that we are to be Christ’s “witnesses.” We hear a great deal these days about “soul winning,” and the emphasis is a good one. However, while some of God’s people have a calling to evangelism, all of God’s people are expected to be witnesses and tell the lost about the Saviour. Not every Christian can bring a sinner to the place of faith and decision (though most of us could do better), but every Christian can bear faithful witness to the Saviour.
 As Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 3, some plant the seeds, others water the seed, and God makes the seed grow. Not every opportunity we have to share our faith with others will lead to a conversion on the spot. We are called to be faithful, not necessarily successful. But we should not allow anything to discourage us from being faithful in sharing Christ with the lost.

A Promise of a Surprising Connection

This brings us finally to a promise of a surprising connection. I do not believe that the Great Commission of the Church and the ascension of Christ are placed together in the Scriptures by accident. Two verses show the correlation between the two. 

The first is found in Matthew 24:14, during Jesus’ teaching regarding the signs of His coming and of the end of the age: “And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.” George Eldon Ladd calls this “perhaps the most important single verse in the Word of God for God’s people today.”

At the dawn of the twentieth century, Albert Benjamin Simpson, founder of the Christian and Missionary Alliance, was being greatly used of God and was seeing remarkable responses of sacrifice and faith to the message he proclaimed. The unbelieving world began to take notice. Reporters from secular newspapers began to investigate, skeptical of his intentions and his message. On one occasion, while Simpson was preaching on the Second Coming, one such reporter from the New York Journal approached him and asked, “Do you know when Christ will come?” He was baiting Simpson, hoping to lure him into unwisely setting a date for Christ’s return.

But Simpson surprised the man by saying, “Yes. And I will tell you if you will promise to print just what I say, references and all.” The reporter agreed eagerly. A.B. Simpson then quoted the words of Matthew 24:14. The reporter scribbled quickly to get every word. Simpson asked, “Have you written the reference?”

“Yes,” came the reply, “what more?”

“Nothing more,” said Simpson.

Laying aside his pencil, the reporter asked, “Do you mean to say you believe that when the gospel has been preached to all nations, Jesus will return?”

“Just that,” came Simpson’s reply.

Suddenly a knowing look washed over the reporter’s face, and the newly enlightened man replied, “Then I think I begin to see daylight.” He added, “I see the motive and the motive-power in this movement.”

Before their parting, Simpson told him, “You see more than some of the doctors of divinity.”

In this verse there is a message, a mission, and a motive.
 The message is the gospel of the kingdom; the message is that it will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations; and the motive is then the end will come. Ladd adds,

When will the Kingdom come? I am not setting any dates. I do not know when the end will come. And yet I do know this: When the Church has finished its task of evangelizing the world, Christ will come again. The Word of God says it. Why did He not come in a.d. 100? Because the Church had not evangelized the world. Is He coming soon? He is—if we, God’s people, are obedient to the command of the Lord to take the Gospel into all the world.

Someone else will say, “ How are we to know when the mission is completed? How close are we to the accomplishment of the task? Which countries have been evangelized and which have not? How close are we to the end? Does this not lead to date-setting?” I answer, I do not know. God alone knows the definition of terms. I cannot precisely define who “all the nations” are. Only God knows exactly the meaning of “evangelize.” He alone, who has told us that this Gospel of the Kingdom shall be preached in the whole world for a testimony unto all the nations, will know when that objective has been accomplished. But I do not need to know. I know only one thing: Christ has not yet returned; therefore the task is not yet done. When it is done, Christ will come. Our responsibility is not to insist on defining the terms of our task; our responsibility is to complete it. So long as Christ does not return, our work is undone. Let us get busy and complete our mission.

The second text is 2 Peter 3:11-12, “Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming.” In a certain sense, as we do the work of evangelism and share the gospel, we participate in speeding the return of Christ.
 Think of it! The way you and I live, the kinds of things we do with the grace God extends to us can hasten the return of Jesus Christ. Amazing!

It is unfortunate when people run from one prophetic conference to another, filling their notebooks, marking their Bibles, drawing their charts, and yet not living their lives to the glory of God. In fact, some of the saints battle each other more over prophetic interpretation than perhaps any other subject. The purpose of prophetic truth is not speculation but motivation.

This is the end of Jesus life and ministry on earth. Yet it is not the end. Jesus was not saying a permanent farewell; it was more like, “Goodbye…for now.” He promised that He would return and we look forward to that second coming of Christ. But until that day comes, we have a job to do. In fact, the quicker we get to fulfilling our task, the quicker our Lord will return.

Let’s get to work!
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