PRAY TO THE LORD FOR LABORERS








Let's begin with the words of the Lord Jesus Christ that we find in Matthew 9:37-38. "The harvest is great but the laborers are few; therefore pray the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest."


The Great Harvest 





This word, addressed to His disciples, begins with the harvest that lies before us--it is great. If it was great two millennia ago, imagine today! In Matthew 28:19 the Lord Jesus commands us to make disciples in all "nations". That word 'nation' is a translation of the Greek word from which we get such words as 'ethnic' and 'ethnology'. We find the same word in Revelation 5:9, listed with the words 'tribe', 'language' and 'people' (see also Rev. 7:9, 11:9 and 14:6). It refers to a people defined ethnically. Any people that is distinct from all other peoples in the world in terms of language and culture is a 'nation' as far as the Great Commission given in Matthew 28:19 is concerned.





So then, since Jesus commands us to make disciples in all of them, how many are there in today's world? It depends. Different sources use differing criteria, with different results. The U. S. Center for World Mission, that has done so much to challenge God's people with the unreached peoples of the world, informs us that there are around 12,000 such peoples. That's the unreached ones--the peoples that have been 'reached' also number some 12,000 (evidently there is a great disparity in the size of these peoples, some very large some very small; in general the populous peoples are among the reached and the small groups among the unreached). It happens that the Center defines 'people' mainly in cultural terms, so that a number of such peoples may speak the same language.





On the other hand, the Wycliffe Bible Translators prefer to define peoples in terms of language. The twelfth edition of their Ethnologue (1992) lists over 6,500 languages spoken in the world today. The declared policy of the editors is to err on the careful side, using information that is considered to be reasonably valid. Since there are areas of the world about which we lack such information and since the advent of better information usually adds languages to the list I personally have no doubt that there are over 6,000 distinct, viable languages in today's world. I conclude that to really fulfill Matthew 28:19 we will have to translate God's Word into all those languages (for reasons that I explain in chapter III). So then, I prefer to define 'nation' in terms of language and culture. I gather that there are at least 6,000 such ethnic nations in the world today.





In Mark 16:15 the Lord Jesus commanded us to preach the Gospel to every person. In July, 1986 the newspapers declared that sometime during the month the population of the world would break the five billion mark. Five billion--it is hard to imagine so many people! But there they are. That is our harvest, and is it ever great! Six thousand ethnic nations and five billion individual people.


The Few Laborers





Returning to Matthew 9:37, the Lord Jesus then declares that the laborers are few.  Well, faced with such a harvest one might conclude that the workers will always be too few. In fact, it seems to me that many believers have already given up--they are resigned to the idea that the Church will never reach the world.





The fact is that at this point in history the laborers are not just 'few'. For many places and peoples they are nonexistent--there simply aren't any! I believe it is true to say that half of the ethnic nations in today's world, 3,000 of the 6,000 therefore, do not yet have their apostle of Jesus Christ.





And what about the individual people? It is the same tragic picture. Those who are researching this question tell us that half of the persons in the world, that's 2.5 billion, have yet to hear the Gospel of Jesus Christ (at least with some understanding). There you have a worldclass calamity. Whether we measure by individual or by nation, that's the picture: half the world waiting to hear, half the ethnic nations without an apostle. This in spite of the fact that Christ's Church has been around for almost 2,000 years.





It is true that the picture has been improving. The statistics 200 years ago were a whole lot worse. The missionary effort of the last 200 years has made a tremendous difference. In Africa and in Asia the Church is growing at an impressive rate. Just the Wycliffe Bible Translators have worked with over 1,000 languages (one sixth of the total), and that during the last fifty years. At the moment work is begun with another ethnic group about every ten days, on the average. Though this information may come as a pleasant surprise to the reader, we must improve because at that rate it will still take 100 years to reach the last 'nation'. We must improve, because it is unlikely that God will give us that much time. 





Actually, the efforts of those linked to the AD 2000 movement have already changed the picture significantly.  We are progressing at an ever faster rate—and none too soon, because it really looks like our Lord’s return is upon us.


The Missionary Strategy





The command, or strategy, that we find in Matthew 9:38 is to the point: pray to the Lord of the harvest for laborers. It is absolutely necessary that there be a laborer for each people, for each place (for reasons that I explain in chapters III and IV), and the remedy that Jesus prescribes is to pray for laborers. Note that we are confronted with an order, not a suggestion. Jesus commands us to pray for laborers, but are we doing it, do you suppose? Shouldn't we be obeying at least this command since it is apparently something that any believer could do? How about your church, are you obeying this command--say every Sunday? If not, why not? Why not start now! And how about in your personal life? Couldn't we spend one minute each day--say as you get dressed or comb your hair--crying out to God to raise up and send out workers to the lost world, to the unreached ethnic nations? Please note that nobody may say he is too poor to pray, or too uneducated to pray. Any believer can pray, no matter how lowly. Right? So here we have at least one of Christ's commands that is within everyone's reach. However, there seems to be some difficulty since apparently not many people are really obeying this command. Let's consider the strategy more closely.





What might the strategic content of this command be? Well, if I'm going to pray to God for laborers I should be sincere, don't you think? I should be consistent--no? So then, if I, being sincere and consistent, cry to God for laborers I myself must be ready to hear God's answer. Sure, because some fine day God may say to me:  "That's good, my child, I hear you, loud and clear; now then, one of those I want to send is you!" Any problem? Or else He may say: "I won't send you to another nation but you must contribute more than you have been to support those that I do send." And certainly God will require more intercession from all of us. There you have the strategic effect of this command:  if each evangelical believer would obey at least this order in a sincere and consistent way, there would be no lack of laborers, no lack of money to support them and no lack of intercession, spiritual backing to ensure the work. We would take the world by storm! Only it isn't happening, right? That's the problem--to obey this command requires commitment. We need consider the point only a little to see clearly that we can't obey even this command without being truly committed to Christ and His kingdom.





I believe that at every step we will verify that the essential problem is this:  there is a lack of commitment to Jesus and His cause. The tragic consequence of this fact is that half the world continues to perish without having heard the Gospel of Jesus Christ. So, let's commit ourselves without reserve to Jesus and His cause, really and truly. What a tremendous harvest it is that awaits us--2.5 billion people who haven't heard, 3,000 ethnic nations without an apostle. And Jesus is coming!
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