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Why are we here?  You are the culmination of 32 years of focus. You are like the ones who are going to enter the Promised Land. When I studied missiology and then went as a missionary, the focus of missions was on Donald McGavern’s theory of harvesting the ripe fields.  The unreached fields were just to be probed and “held lightly” until there was response.  Then and only then should we send more missionaries to these fields and then they were to go reap the harvest. 

The People Group Focus

In1974, Ralph Winter spoke at the Billy Graham Conference on World Evangelization in Lausanne, Switzerland and highlighted, “the hidden peoples around this world”. At least 25% of the world is populated by what he called “hidden people”.  We’re calling them “unreached peoples” today [less than 2% Christian].  No one is reaching these peoples. The Scriptures say that we should make disciples of all nations [ethne, peoples]. The people group emphasis began to turn the focus of the whole missions world.  

For example, the International Mission Board, SBC decided in 1986 to focus on people groups rather than countries. God doesn’t look at the world like a globe with geo-political divisions, but as people groups. The IMB developed a separate organization of missionaries to just work with people groups. They learned a lot of new things to do and a lot of things not to do to  reach the unreached. Up to that time we had said, “We can’t get to one-third to one-half of the world because it is closed to the Gospel.”  But these countries were closed to us only because we thought that we had to call ourselves “missionaries” when we went to them to spread the gospel.  Once we were willing to not call ourselves missionaries but businessmen, educators, humanitarian groups, or whatever—we could get in almost any country in the world. 1n 1997, the International Mission Board made a decision that all of our missionaries would concentrate on people groups and we would organize ourselves to reach them.  Now we have 11 geographical regions, because the countries organize themselves geographically, but we insist that the focus in every region be to reach the people groups of that region.

How to Reach the Unreached

How do you get to those people groups? In 2000, Billy Graham had a meeting in Amsterdam for evangelists from around the world to equip them to do evangelism and missions. Among the 10,000 attendees Graham invited a group of about 500 mission strategists who were closeted in a different room, except for the main sessions. Paul Eshleman, who has led the Jesus Film to reach hundreds of unreached people groups around the world, was leading that session. He referenced the Joshua 2000 list, which came out of the A.D. 2000 Movement. This list included 253 un-reached people groups in the world.  Paul said, “This is just not acceptable. Here we are 2,000 years after Christ came, and we have not gotten to these 253 peoples groups. We’re here today to figure out how we can do that.”

The 500 strategists were sitting at 100 tables, each with its own number from 1 to 100. The interesting thing is (and you can believe whether this is coincidence or Providence),that at Table 71 sat the new president of Campus Crusade, Steve Douglas, Roy Peterson, who was the president of Wycliffe U.S.A., Mark Anderson, who was the campaign director for WYAM, Mike Steele, who was the director of DAWN (Discipling A Whole Nation), David Garrison, Associate Vice President of Global Strategies for the International Mission Board as well as two or three others.  As Paul was trying to get all the  tables  to adopt people groups; he said, “Let’s get the job over.” People responded. One guy said, “I’ll take one.” Somebody else said, “Well, I’ll take three.” Another fellow said, “I’ll take ten.” These people had the desire to take groups, but had no idea of how to reach them. All the while, those of us from the larger mission organizations said nothing. “That’s our job,” we thought. “Why stand up and say we’re going to take a few? We’re already doing everything we can to get to these people groups.” 


But at table 71, Steve Douglas, seeing Paul’s point sinking into those who sat next to him, leaned in and said, “Look, why don’t we just do it? I mean, around this table we probably represent 50,000 missionaries, and maybe a billion, or certainly in this room, billions of dollars. Why don’t we just get the job done?” All of a sudden it galvanized those at this table.  They pulled me to the group and we spent the remaining time saying, “How can we finish this task?” We got so engaged that on the last day when they were folding up the chairs we were still sitting there working on the processes of a job of this magnitude. We called ourselves Table 71 because we were really trying to fly under the radar—we were not trying to be a big movement—we just wanted to get the job done. We said, “We don’t want to just mobilize; we want to do it.” So we’ve been meeting three times a year for six years.

Table 71 at Work

We’ve done a lot of things. We produced a book called Impact Eternity, a four-session seminar or Sunday school resource that gives the very basics of God’s heart for the nations to help  people  start thinking about what missions really is. The book’s point is very simple, very clear—Impact Eternity. Then we said, “What will we do for a guy like the layman, Cade Willis, who just adopted ten groups? If he were to take his church to reach an unreached people group, how would they do that?” So we produced a book called Holding the Ropes, which is to help a missions committee adopt and engage an unreached people group. Now, those resources are available to anyone who wants to undertake a project like this.

One of the things we learned that we will introduce to you this week is the Managing Partner Concept.  Here is how we learned it.  One representative proposed, “We’ve got a big project out in India—how about each of you giving $10,000 to it.” The rest of us replied over time, “That’s not really what we’re trying to do. We’re not trying to be a new missions agency.”  We all have got those kinds of projects and all of us need more money to do them. What we need is a kind of cooperation that helps each another in kind rather than financially.” We came up the idea of the Managing Partner. That means if you have a project in India, you manage that project and do the best you can. If you want help from any or all of us, you call us and we will help you. If we can help you with the Jesus film, if we can help you with the Church Planting movement or Chronological Bible stories training, then we will help you us as much as we can. If we can finance it, we will.  If we can’t, you can decide if you can pay the expenses of some of our personnel to work with you. From that emerged the Managing Partner concept to help one another with whatever task we had. We are going to ask you to be the managing partner for one or more unengaged unreached people groups.  They are your responsibility but if you need help ask any of the agencies represented here and we will do what we can to help you.

As time went on we realized that even with all the missionaries that we had and all the money that is given to the mission organizations, we were still not yet getting the job done. In addition to all that we discovered that there were many more unreached people that no one is engaging with a church planting strategy.  We have done the research so we know what we are  talking about.  These are not just hypothetical people groups.  As far as we can tell there is no church planting going on among 639 people groups of over 100,000 people with some of them numbering in the millions. Now think about it, if you don’t start churches, you are not going to reach a people. I don’t care how many crusades you launch or how many radio broadcasts or how many films or translations or whatever you may do, if you don’t actually plant churches, you don’t change the culture. So Table 71 has embraced a church planting movement strategy that will multiply churches far beyond what merely we can do. Most of these church planters will be national leaders and the lay leaders whom we can train.  It won’t be primarily missionaries who plant the churches. We are seeing church planting movements among many people groups where the churches are multiplying exponentially. 

The Great Commission

We also came to realize that the Great Commission was not given to us as mission agencies. It was given to the local church and every member of the church is to make disciples of all the nations. Because of this we realized that we needed to go back to the churches and say, “You are the ones that have the millions of members; you have the means; you have people in all fields of education and sports and humanitarian groups that could get into these countries. This is the century of the laity. This is a time that the Great Commission is being given back to the people it was really intended for.   

So we decided to have a Finishing The Task Conference at Billy Graham’s Conference Center, The Cove. We only had one hundred rooms, so we decided to invite only the largest mission-hearted churches in the U.S. They were churches of influence so that after they engaged a people group they could have a Finishing the Task conference for the churches in their circles of influence.  We needed to replicate our hearts in those churches so they could begin to multiply this whole movement until every church is involved.  We invited the senior pastors because we understand that the pastor has to be the heart and soul  behind Finishing the Task in order to engage one of these unreached people groups. You can’t do it without his full involvement. We had 58 churches and one university that responded. We proposed that we give the Great Commission back to the church. We said, “Up to now we have usually asked you to help us by giving us your people and your money, and then we’ll do mission work for you. But we realize that the Great Commission is the church’s task, and we are to be the church’s servants. We will do whatever we can to help your church reach your group. If we have the means to help, then we will do it. 

Role of Mission Agencies 

Our combined mission agencies have years of experience. Each one of our organizations has people in hundreds of countries. We have people on the ground—not in the people groups we are asking you to take—but at least in the countries where they are. We have a organizational framework in place. What we are proposing is possible for the first time. With today’s education, communications, and transportation there is a chance for the church to be connected all over the world. 

Role of the Churches

You may be asking, “What can my church do? We give to missions; we have some missionaries from our church; or we send a lot of volunteers. But, what can we really do to reach an unengaged unreached people group?”  You must think globally and locally. Each church can take a people group. Some are taking several people groups. These 639 Unengaged Unreached People Groups (UUPGs) with over 100,000 in population include 95% of the total population of all unreached peoples in the world because they are the larger ones. When we reach them we will pursue the other 3,000 that compose 5% of the unengaged unreached population. We can get to these 639 with the church planting strategy. 

We will not mark these UUPGs off the list until someone is on the ground planting churches. Historically we have had a lot of adoptions but no one has engaged them with a church planting movement strategy. In fact the church that I’m a member of adopted a people group 4 or 5 years ago. When I heard about that just this year, I asked, “Who are they?” The reply actually was, “Well, we don’t really remember, but there is a prayer letter over in the prayer room that will tell you about them so you can pray for them.”  

What we are asking you to do is engage the people group with people on the ground. That could be somebody from your church, somebody you send, a national person that you are helping, or maybe a Christian in a nearby people group that can go into that group easier and share the Gospel. Your role may primarily be one of training and helping and making it happen.

I think I really got the impact of the FTT Conference on a local church when Nick Garland, the pastor of the First Baptist Church in Broken Arrow, Oklahoma said, “Avery, will you come help us? I don’t really know how to get a handle on this.” I was even more interested in helping them because my son is the Ends of the Earth leader there as a layperson and is in this Champions Training. Nick said that he had come to the conference to cheer us on and support the idea of engaging the unreached people groups. “But,” he said, ”at the end of the first night after all the presidents of the missions agencies gave the Great Commission back to the churches and said, ‘The job of reaching these people is yours’ I felt like I was in a fetal position under my chair.  I was overwhelmed by the seemingly impossibility of this task. I said, ‘How in the world can I get to these very difficult places with all kinds of barriers when nobody else has been able to? I know that it’s my job but when we were sitting at breakfast with you, you said that we needed to make a twenty year commitment to the people group. Twenty years? We’re not even committed to Sunday school for twenty years! And I probably won’t even be there twenty years from now.”  He suddenly had realized that this task and decision is too big for a pastor to make alone. This is a decision that a church has to make. 

I shared with him, the story of Harp’s Crossing Church in Atlanta. They said, “We have made a 25 to 50 year commitment to the Dong People of China. We’re training our pre-schoolers about the Dong, praying that God is going to call some of them to go as missionaries to that people group.” Nick said, “Has any church done this?” Sitting at the table with us was Doug Sager of Knoxville and he replied, “Yes. We took one of these groups about 8 or 9 years ago. We’ve gone there and decided they needed a medical clinic and we built one.” Nick asked how it was going, and Doug replied, “As far as I know, we haven’t had a convert among this Muslim group yet.”   

So, what are you being asked to do? We are asking you to do something you can’t do; only God can do this. Isaiah 49:6 says that we are His servants.  God says, “It’s too small a thing for you to be my servants, to restore the tribes of Jacob and to bring Israel to myself, I will make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring my salvation to the peoples of the earth.” That is who you are; this little light of yours will go light a dark corner of a people group that has never heard the Gospel. To give you an idea what that means, I talked to a missionary in China, and he said, “My people group has no Christians, but a volunteer came out and witnessed in English, and a person who could speak English heard the gospel and prayed to receive Christ. After he finished praying in English he said, ‘Can I pray in my own language?’ The volunteer said, ‘Of course you can’” Then the missionary said to me, “Can you imagine what happened in heaven when, for the first time in history, somebody in that language asked Jesus into his heart?”

 That is what we’re talking about—not just one person coming to Christ, but churches planting churches that plant churches out to the ends of the earth. That is what we are inviting you to do. This week we are not going to spend as much time on the spiritual aspects of that as we did at the Cove, but on the practical aspects. We are going to get down to the nitty-gritty and answer the question, “How does that happen?” It’s not going to be easy, and we cannot do it by ourselves. But together we can be the generation that says there are 0 unreached people groups in this world. That is our goal. That is our vision. That is why you are here.
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