
Look at the nations and watch—and be ut ter ly amazed. For I am going to do something in 
your days that you would not believe, even if you were told. (Ha bakkuk 1:5)

od’s promise to bless all the “families of the earth,” fi rst giv en to Abraham 

4,000 years ago, is be com ing a re al i ty at a pace “you would not be lieve.” 

Al though some may dispute some of the details, the overall trend is in dis -

put able. Biblical faith is growing and spread ing to the ends of the earth as 

nev er before in history.

The Amazing Progress of the Gospel
One of every ten people on the planet is of the Bible-read ing, Bible-believing 

stream of Christianity. The number of be liev ers in what used to be “mission 

fi elds” now surpasses the num ber of believers in the countries from which 

mis sion ar ies were originally sent. In fact, more mis sion ar ies are now sent 

from non-Western church es than from the tra di tion al mis sion-send ing bases 

in the West. The Prot es tant growth rate in Latin America is well over three 

times the biological growth rate. Prot es tants in China grew from about one 

mil lion to over 80 million believers in less than 50 years, with most of that 

growth oc cur ring in just the last few decades. In the 1980s, Nepal was still a 

Believers as a Percentage of Total World
Population in the 20th Century
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It took 18 centuries for dedicated believers to grow from 0% of 
the world’s population to 2.5% in 1900, only 70 years to grow 
from 2.5% to 5% in 1970, and just the last 30 years to grow 
from 5% to 11.2% of the world population. Now for the first 
time in history, there is one believer for every nine people 
worldwide who aren’t believers.

Source: Lausanne Statistical Task Force
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staunch Hindu king dom with only a 
small persecuted church. To day there 
are hun dreds of thousands of be liev ers 
and church es have been started with in 
each of the more than 100 distinct 
peo ple groups. 

Tragic Reality: 
Two Billion Still Cut Off
While this amazing progress of the 
gospel gives much cause for rejoicing, 
it obscures a trag ic reality. How could 
that be? The fact is that the gospel 
often expands within a com mu ni ty 
but does not normally “jump” across 
bound aries between peoples, espe-
cially bound aries that are created by 
hate or prej u dice. People can infl uence 
their “near neigh bors” whose language 
and culture they un der stand, but 
where there is a prejudice bound ary, 
religious faith, which is almost al ways 
bound up with many cultural features 
of the fi rst group, simply does not 
easily “jump” to the next group, unless 
that group desires to adopt the other’s 
culture in pref er ence to its own.

So what does this mean? If all the 
mem bers of every church in the 
world were to bring every one of their 
friends and relatives within the same 
cultural group to obedient faith in 
Christ, and they in turn were able to 
bring all their friends and relatives 
to Christ and so on, no matter how 
much time you al low, there would still 
be billions who would never come 
to faith. They would be held at a 

distance from the gospel by bound-
aries of prej u dice and culture. The 
church does not readi ly grow within 
peoples where relevant churches do 
not exist. One-third of the in di vid u als 
in the world live within peoples with 
no church. They are no more spiritu-
ally “lost” than your cousin who has 
never gone to church, but unlike your 
cousin, there is no church made up 
of people like themselves with whom 
they can fellowship.

Thus, while there are still tens of mil-
lions who have never heard the name 
“Jesus” at all, there are hundreds of 
millions more who may have heard of 
Jesus, and may even have high regard 
for Him, but who cannot see a way 
to become His disciples. Standing 
before them are barriers ranging from 
the relatively trivial to the seem-
ingly insurmountable, many of them 
beyond the demands of the gos pel. 
Cornelius in Acts 10 would have had 
to cross the barrier of circumcision 
as an adult—a painful and actually 
dangerous price to pay for en trance 
into fellowship with Jew ish be liev ers. 
A Mus lim Turk similarly fac es huge 
obstacles if he were to become a 
“Chris tian.” All his life he has been 
told, “To be a Turk is to be a Mus lim.” 
To him, Chris tian i ty is the re li gion of 
the barbarian “In fi  del” Cru sad ers who 
bru tal ly ravaged the land and peo ples 
of Tur key, Muslim and Chris tian 
alike. To be come a Chris tian is to 
be come a trai tor, turn ing his back on 
his fam i ly, com mu ni ty, and coun try. 

“A Witness to All the Nations”
We shouldn’t really be surprised 
to see the thrill ing advances of the 
gospel all over the world. That 
is exactly what Jesus said would 
take place, “And this gospel of the 
king dom shall be preached in the 
whole world for a wit ness to all the 
nations, and then the end shall come” 
(Matthew 24:14). A close look at the 
end of this verse says a lot about what 
we should watch and work for at the 
end of the age. Jesus says that as the 
mis sion ary task is com plet ed, there 
will be “a wit ness to all the nations.” 

By “witness” Jesus was saying that the 
“gos pel of the kingdom” will be es tab -
lished in open view throughout entire 
human com mu ni ties. The gospel of 
the kingdom is Christ pre vail ing over 
evil, liberating people so that they can 
live obediently free under His mas tery 
and blessing. God wants a per sua sive 
dis play of that kingdom victory 
ex hib it ed in ev ery people. What better 
exhibit of God’s king dom than a com-
munity of peo ple who are liv ing under 
Christ’s king ship? That’s why we 
should aim at church planting move-
 ments with in every people. While not 
the only way to glorify God, nothing 
puts Christ’s lord ship on dis play like 
a com mu ni ty of peo ple ded i cat ed to 
fol low Him.

By the phrase “all the nations,” Jesus 
was not referring at all to countries or 
nation-states. The wording he chose 
(the Greek word ethne) instead points 
to the ethnicities, the languages and 
the extended families which constitute 
the peoples of the earth. 

Who are these peoples? Jesus did not 
pro vide a list of the peoples. He did 
not defi ne the idea of peoples with 
precise detail. What matters most is 
not that the peoples can be count ed, 
but that the missionary task will be 
completed within all the peoples of 
the earth. We’ll know we are fi nished 
only when a vis i ble tes ti mo ny to the 
gospel of the king dom—a church 
planting movement—has been es tab -
lished within every people. 
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The E-Scale helps compare the cultural dis tanc es that Christians need to move in or der to com mu ni cate 
the gospel with others. E0 refers to evangelism of church-going Chris tians. E1 ex tends to the very same cul ture 
through one bar ri er, that of “church cul ture.” E2 evan ge lism press es into a close, but still different, culture. E3 
evangelism pushes to very different cul tures.

The P-Scale is more than a mirror of the E-Scale. The P-Scale helps compare the dif fer ent cul tur al distances that 
potential converts need to move in order to join the nearest church. 
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Four Different Approaches to 
Peo ple Group Thinking 
In order to work together strategically, 
mis sion leaders have been refi ning 
the con cept of “people groups” as a 
rough measure of our progress to ward 
completing the entire task. There are 
four useful ways of looking at the idea 
of peo ple groups: blocs of peoples, 
ethnolinguistic peoples, sociopeoples, 
and unimax peo ples. The fi rst two are 
especially useful for sum ma riz ing the 
total task and developing strat e gies 
and partnerships to approach known 
peo ples. The latter two are more 
use ful for those who are on the fi eld 
working to es tab lish churches. Each is 
of signifi cant val ue and cor re sponds to 
a distinct aspect of stra te gic think-
 ing. Only one allows us to speak of 
clo sure of the es sen tial mission task, 
in the sense that every person has a 
rea son able op por tu ni ty to re spond to 
the gospel.

1) Blocs of peoples for global level 
per spec tive and strategies
Blocs of peoples are a limited number of 
sum ma ry categories into which we can 
place peoples in or der to analyze them. 

Major Cultural Blocs: 
We have grouped peo ples, particularly 
“unreached” peoples, along major 

cultural lines according to the pre-
 dom i nant religion within the group. 
The major cultural blocs of unreached 
peoples are: Mus lim, Hindu, Buddhist, 
Tribal, Chi nese, and Oth ers.1 This 
model al lows us to sum ma rize the 
re main ing task in re la tion to the 
po ten tial mis sion force.

Affi nity Blocs:
Patrick Johnstone has sug gest ed 
another model which combines sets 
of closely related ethnolinguistic 
peoples into “people clusters” and 
further combines peo ple clusters into 
“affi nity blocs” based on language, 
history, culture, etc. The 12 blocs that 
comprise the majority of the least 
evan ge lized peoples2 are: African 
Sahel, Cushitic, Arab World, Iranian, 
Turkic, South Asian, Ti bet an, East 
Asian, South East Asian, Malay, and 
Eurasian. Combining groups along 
these lines enables mission or ga ni z-
a tions to begin exploring ways of 
establishing strategic part ner ships to 
reach related peoples.3

2) Ethnolinguistic peoples
for mo bi li za tion and preparation
An ethnolinguistic people is an ethnic 
group dis tin guished by its self-identity 
with tra di tions of common descent, 
history, customs, and lan guage.
The Laz people from the Black Sea 

region of Turkey, for example, are 
easily identifi ed by oth er Turks not 
only by their distinctive fa cial features 
but also by their unique “ro man tic” 
pro nun ci a tion of Turkish. 

Sometimes what appears initially to 
be a unifi ed ethnolinguistic group 
turns out to be several smaller groups. 
Cameron Townsend, the founder of 
Wycliffe Bible Translators, be gan 
his Bible trans la tion work with the 
Cakchiquel of Gua te ma la. The trans-
 la tors who followed him dis cov ered 
that the Cakchiquel could not be 
reached with one trans la tion but 
would, in fact, re quire trans la tions 
for six distinct written dialects. If 
they were producing gos pel cas settes 
rath er than written trans la tions, they 
would have to deal with even more 
dialectical differences. Dif fer enc es 
in pro nun ci a tion of ten make peo ple 
un will ing to listen to a mes sage spo-
 ken by a mem ber of a related group 
even though the words are the same 
on the printed page.

Recent cooperative efforts among 
mission re search ers have produced 
fairly com pre hen sive lists of ethno-
linguistic peoples. These lists have 
given a great boost to the cause of 
fron tier mis sion. Much of the in for -
ma tion is being used to make profi les 
and oth er rel e vant in for ma tion wide ly 
available through printed me dia and 
the worldwide web.4

People blocs and ethnolinguistic lists 
give us a way to identify peoples and 
make the larg er body of Christ aware 
of their ex ist ence and the need to 
reach them. Both ap proach es stim-
 u late prayer and initial plan ning for 
spe cifi  c people groups  lead ing to 
se ri ous stra te gic ef forts to evan ge lize 
them. 

3) Sociopeoples and preliminary 
evan ge lism
A sociopeople is a relatively small as so -
ci a tion of peers who have an affi nity for one 
an oth er based upon a shared interest, activ-
ity, or oc cu pa tion.

Once we actually send long-term mis-
 sion ar ies to a pioneer mission fi eld, 
they have to learn a great deal just to 

People without a church whose culture
is very different from that of the nearest
group with a church.

I. Evangelism: by a same-culture worker, where the
missiological breakthrough of a viable church has
already taken place.

II. Regular Missions: cross-cultural evangelism by
a different-culture worker, in association with
same-culture workers if possible, where a
missiological breatkthrough has already
taken place.

III. Frontier Missions: cross-cultural
evangelism is essential, since no
missiological breakthrough
has yet been made.
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be able to live, com mu ni cate, and bet-
ter understand the tar get peo ple. After 
the initial phase of cul tur al learn ing 
and adaption, the question re mains as 
to how to be gin to establish a church 
with in that people. 
Quite often we can effectively evan-
gelize in di vid u als by starting a Bible 
study or a small prayer group within 
these specialized groups. The group 
may be women who wash at the riv er, 
taxicab drivers, college stu dents living 
in dorms, or new arrivals in the big 
city from a par tic u lar rural group. 
There are almost un lim it ed potential 
opportunities for this type of group 
evangelism in our world to day. For 
mis sion purposes, we can work with 
sociopeoples for preliminary evan-
 ge lism as an intermediate bridge to 
long-range church plant ing goals. 

Thus, approaching a sociopeople 
can be stra te gic in giving a focus for 
ministry among a specifi c sub-set of 
the larger society as a fi rst step to full-
blown church planting. Some types 
of groups may prove to be especially 
help ful when establishing churches, 
while oth ers may hinder the process. 
Natural lead ers and Bible teachers for 
churches might be discovered by fi rst 
reaching businessmen or teachers. 
Efforts to reach religious leaders such 
as Bud dhist monks and Muslim 
mullahs can be particularly 
effective because they are al ready 
rec og nized as spir i tu al lead ers. On 
the other hand, you could choose 
the wrong group, such as fo cus ing 
on children’s min is try for ini tial 
evan ge lism with in a peo ple, which 
may be in ter pret ed as a threat to 
their nat u ral fam i lies. 

4) Unimax peoples for people 
move ments to Christ
A unimax people is the maximum 
sized group suf fi  cient ly unifi ed to be 
the target of a single peo ple movement 
to Christ, where “unifi ed” refers to 
the fact that there are no signifi cant 
barriers of either understanding or 
acceptance to stop the spread of the 
gospel. 

In 1982, mission leaders ham-
mered out a useful defi nition for a 

“people group.” 

For evangelistic purposes [a people 
group] is “the largest group within 
which the gospel can spread as a 
church planting move ment without 
en coun ter ing barriers of un der -
stand ing or acceptance” (see top of 
next page).

The term “unreached peoples”5 is used 
wide ly today to refer to ethnolinguis-
tic peo ples, which are based on other 
criteria and would nor mal ly be larg er in 

size than groups as de fi ned in the 1982 
defi   ni tion. To avoid con fu sion and help 
clar i fy the missiological task be fore us, 
we can use the term unimax peo ples to 
distinguish the kind of people group 
in tend ed by the 1982 defi nition. 

Jungle tribes and other small, geo-
 graph i cal ly remote peoples are 
almost always single unimax peoples. 
Discovering unimax re al i ties within 
larger ethnolinguistic peoples in 

Ethnolinguistic Peoples by Language of the Same Area

Political Boundaries: Nigeria and Surrounding Countries
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com plex so ci et ies is a bit more chal-
lenging.

While language is often a primary 
means by which a person understands 
his or her cul tur al identity, in order 
to reach all peoples we must con-
 sid er other factors that keep peo ples 
sep a rate. Religion, class distinctions, 
ed u ca tion, po lit i cal and ideological 
con vic tions, his tor i cal en mi ty between 
clans or tribes, cus toms and be hav iors, 
etc., all have potential to develop 
strong socio-cultural bound aries 
within ethnolinguistic clusters of 
unimax peoples. This fact alone helps 
to ex plain the differing es ti mates for 
the number of “unreached peo ples.”

For example, India cannot be 
approached on an ethnolinguistic basis 
alone. In ad di tion to having over 1600 
ma jor languages and di a lects, In dia is 
fur ther di vid ed by re li gion, caste and 
oth er socio-cul tur al barriers. A so cio -
log i cal sur vey in 1991 iden ti fi ed 4,635 
peo ples in In dia alone. 

Sadly, neighboring groups often hate 
and fear each other. Thus, in the early 
stages of evan ge lism such groups often 
refuse to be come part of the same 
“people movement” church. Ri val ries 
between major clans among the 
Mus lim So ma li people are so severe 
that they have almost dragged the 
entire country into ruin. In the early 
stages of evangelism and church plant-
 ing, such simmering hos til i ties will 
likely mean that such groups can most 
ef fec tive ly be approached with the 
gos pel mes sage sep a rate ly. The bright 
hope of the gospel is, of course, that 
new Christ-fol low ing move ments in 
such set tings of strife will work for the 
heal ing of en mi ties between peo ples.

Indeed, history shows that eventu-
ally a host of smaller hostile groups, 
once they be come Chris tian, start 
to coalesce into larger groups. For 
example, at the time Christianity 
fi rst be gan to be adopted in the 
Scandinavian area, hun dreds of mutu-
ally hostile tribes in hab it ed the region. 
The Norwegian, Swedish and Dan ish 
spheres today are the result of wide-
 spread reconciliation and consequent 
uni fi  ca tion re sult ing from the adop-
tion of Chris tian faith on the part 
of many smaller, for mer ly warring 
groups. 

The fi rst three approaches to people 
group think ing—as blocs, as ethnolin-
guistic peo ples, and as sociopeoples—
are each help ful in un der stand ing 
and responding to the task to which 
Christ has commissioned us. Yet they 
all, in one way or another, point the 
way to ward be gin nings. This fourth 
(unimax) way of look ing at peo ples 
has more to do with fi n ish ing, not 
in the sense that there is noth ing 
left to do, but in the sense that the 
es sen tial fi rst step for the gos pel to 
fl our ish with in a people has been 
ac com plished. The unimax ap proach 
to peo ples can help us press on to ward 
clo sure—our cor po rate fi n ish ing of 
what is completable about Christ’s 
mission man date. 

The value of the unimax approach lies 
in the way it identifi es the boundar-
ies hin der ing the fl ow of the gos pel, 
while at the same time fi r ing the 
am bi tions of dedicated Chris tians 
to pur sue the evan ge li za tion of the 
peo ples be yond those bound aries, 
leaving no smaller group sealed off 
within a larger group.

Can They Be Counted?
These often subtle but powerful 
socio-cul tur al barriers exist within 
groups which of ten ap pear unifi ed to 
outside observers. Some have dis-
missed the usefulness of the unimax 
con cept because socio-cultural prej-
 u dice bar ri ers can not easily be identi-
fi ed or precisely quan ti fi ed. But even 
though in tan gi ble prej u dice barriers 
cannot be quan ti fi ed these fac tors 
are not ir rel e vant. What could be 
more im por tant than iden ti fy ing and 
pen e trat ing ev ery bar ri er which holds 
peo ple from fol low ing Christ? 

The unimax peoples defi nition was 
never intended to quantify precisely 
the total task. Instead, it helps us rec-
ognize when the un reached peoples 
task is fi nished and identify where 
that task is not yet begun.

Approaching Peoples Cautiously
Each of these four approaches to vari-
ous kinds of peoples has a prop er and 
valuable use. Blocs help us sum up the 
task. The ethnolinguistic ap proach 
helps us mobilize. Sociopeoples help 
us begin evangelizing. But beware 
of focusing church plant ing efforts 
on sociopeoples or ethnolinguistic 
peoples which sim ply appear on a 
list. There is of ten dis cour age ment 
or, even worse, a de lib er ate, typ i cal ly 
American “peo ple blind ness” as work-
 ers fi nd that there are many more 
peo ple groups then they ex pect ed to 
fi nd. The op po site can hap pen, too. 
Some times the very same peo ple 
group is list ed twice be cause it is 
found on both sides of a po lit i cal 
bound ary. In actuality, it is the same 
peo ple group. It may only need a 
sin gle church plant ing effort bridging 

Mission Leaders Agree on Strategic Defi nitions
In March 1982 a group of mission leaders came together in Chicago for a meeting spon sored by the Lausanne Strat-
egy Working Group. It was designed to help bring clarity and defi   ni tion to the re main ing missionary task. At no time 
before or since this meeting has as large or as rep re sen ta tive a group gathered for two days to focus specifi cally upon 
the nec es sary defi   ni tions for a strat e gy to reach the unreached peoples. Two basic defi nitions came from this meet ing:
1.  A People Group is “a signifi cantly large grouping of individuals who perceive them selves to have a common affi nity for 

one another because of their shared language, religion, ethnicity, res i dence, oc cu pa tion, class or caste, situation, etc., 
or combinations of these.” For evan ge lis tic purposes it is “the largest group within which the gospel can spread as a 
church plant ing move ment without en coun ter ing barriers of understanding or ac cep tance.”

2.  An Unreached People Group is “a people group within which there is no indigenous com mu ni ty of believing Chris-
tians able to evangelize this people group.”
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the political line. For ex am ple, Uzbek 
groups are re port ed in 20 coun tries in 
ad di tion to those in Uzbekistan. 

On the other hand, the country of 
Uzbekistan re ports 56 groups with in 
it that do not speak Uzbek, and only 
one (very large group—15 mil-
lion strong) that does! It is al most 
cer tain ly true that this “one” large 
group rep re sents a number of differ-
ent unimax groups that need to be 
reached sep a rate ly. 

Using political boundaries to dis-
tinguish people groups is like drop-
ping cookie cutters down on the 
geographical distribution of a people 
group, then calling the pieces within 
each cut ter a different type of dough. 
Grant ed in many cases of extended 
sep a ra tion groups do become dis-
tinct—especially if new migration 
ceases—but not often an tag o nis tic. 
In much of the developing world, the 
concept of political separation is quite 
ar ti fi  cial since borders are often quite 
permeable.

Consider the challenge of the Kurds. 
These fi erce ly independent people 
are found in a home land that spans at 
least fi ve coun tries: Tur key, Iran, Iraq, 
Syria, and Azerbaijan. For the sake of 
mission strategy, they are cer tain ly not 
just one people group. They are not 
even just seven groups. In ad di tion 
to hav ing four major language sub-
groups, tra di tion al ri val ries keep them 

fi ght ing one an oth er even when you 
would think they would unite to fi ght 
non-Kurds for the sake of a Kurdish 
home land. 

Missionaries need to be aware of the 
pos si bil i ty, as in the case of the Kurds, 
that peo ples are not necessarily uni-
fi ed even if mil lions are in one coun-
try. Yet, smaller pop u la tions of Kurds 
found in signifi cant num bers in 13 
coun tries outside of the “Kurdistan” 
home land are potentially stra te gic 
“bridge” pop u la tions back to groups 
in their homeland area. And those 
who are dis lo cat ed from their nat u ral 
homeland are often more open to the 
gos pel. Once a remote seg ment of a 
larger group comes to accept Christ, 
it may become an ef fec tive bridge 
back to its people in their home land. 
Political boundaries do not often limit 
the spread of the gospel. Of course, 
all of this “country spe cifi  c” informa-
tion can be very use ful for plan ning 
strategy and forming part ner ships for 
reach ing widely scattered mem bers of 
spe cifi  c people groups.

The Essential
Missionary Task
What is needed in every people group 
is for the gospel to begin moving 
throughout the group with such 
compelling, life-giv ing pow er that 
the resulting churches can them selves 
fi n ish spreading the gospel to every 
per son. 

Good but lesser goals may delay 
or dis tract us. Evangelism among 
street vendors or stu dents might lead 
to discipleship groups for per son al 
growth and even evangelism. But why 
stop short of anything less than a bur-
 geon ing movement of Christ-follow-
ers char ac ter ized by whole families? 
Why not ex pect that God is well able 
and willing to at tract to His Son a 
sub stan tial movement that will spread 
rap id ly, spontaneously and thor ough ly 
within whole peoples? 

The essential missionary task is to 
es tab lish a viable indigenous church 
planting move ment that carries the 
potential to renew whole extended 
families and transform whole so ci -
et ies. It is viable in that it can grow 
on its own, indigenous meaning that 
it is not seen as for eign, and a church 
planting movement that con tin ues to 
reproduce intergenerational fel low -
ships that are able to evangelize the 
rest of the people group. Many refer 
to this achieve ment of an indigenous 
church plant ing move ment as a 
missiological breakthrough. 

We have done our basic mission job 
when individuals within the society 
(even those out side of the church) 
acknowledge that the move ment 
belongs to their society. Only when 
this level of cultural adaptation is 
achieved will the dynamic, life-chang-
ing love of Jesus become available to 

Four Approaches to People Group Thinking

Types of Peoples

Strategic Significance

How Identified

Quantity

Composition

What Defines Group

Sociopeoples

small group
evangelism

discovered
on site

number
unknown

an association
of peers

activities or
interests

Unimax Peoples

church
planting

discovered
on site

est. 10,000
“unreached”

networks of families
w/ a shared identity

social and cultural
prejudices

Ethnolinguistic
Peoples

mobilization
and strategy

available
published data

approx. 3,000
“unevangelized”

often a cluster of
unimax groups

linguistic, ethnic &
political boundaries

Major Cultural
Blocs

8 major
cultural blocs

global overview

broad categories of
people groups

religious-cultural
spheres

available
published data



International Journal of Frontier Missions

20 Advancing Strategies of Closure 21

19:4 Winter 2002

Finishing the Task: The Unreached Peoples Challenge

move free ly through out the people 
group. Donald McGavran referred to 
these missiological break throughs as 
“peo ple movements to Christ.” We 
can hold this goal as the min i mal 
achievement within every people in 
or der to give a realistic op por tu ni ty 
for ev ery one in that people group 
to say “yes” to Jesus Christ, without 
adding cul tur al bar ri ers to the already 
steep spiritual de mands of the gos pel. 
Only in this way will we be able to 
give everyone in the world a chance to 
say “yes” to Christ and His Kingdom. 
Jesus com mis sioned us to accomplish 
nothing less. We should settle for 
nothing less. 

Missiological closure—
a break through in every unimax 
people
The word “closure” refers simply to 
the idea of fi nishing. In the 1970s, the 
Lord began to open the eyes of many 
to the fact that the irreducibly essen-
tial mission task of a break through in 
every people group was a complet-
able task. At the time, over half of 
the world’s population lived within 
unreached people groups. Even so, a 
small group of mis sion activists had 
the faith to believe that if a movement 
could be mobilized to focus at ten tion 
on the unreached peoples, which for 
a time were called “hidden peoples,” 
then the essential mission task could 
be completed with in a few decades. 
In faith, they coined the watchword 
“A Church for Every People by the 
Year 2000” to capture the essence of 
the completable nature of the mission 
man date. While no one ever predicted 
that it would be completed by the end 
of the year 2000, they were confi dent 
that it was pos si ble. The watchword 
succeeded in igniting the hearts of 
countless thousands with a pas sion 
for see ing Christ honored, worshiped 
and obeyed within every people. God 
was at work in similar ways among 
others in order to birth the now global 
movement focused on the unreached 
peoples challenge. Today we are seeing 
the fulfi llment of vision that only a 
few dared to dream just two decades 
ago. 

It is unreasonable to even talk of 
evan ge liz ing every person, since day 
by day hun dreds of thousands of chil-
dren grow into the age of accountabil-
ity. By contrast, the idea of “A Church 
for Ev ery People” is one possible and 
reasonable approximation of what the 
Great Com mis sion may mean, and it 
is a completable task. We know of no 
better in ter pre ta tion of what it means 
to fulfi ll Jesus’ man date to have a “wit-
 ness” among every peo ple, or in other 
words to “disciple all the nations” 
(Matt 24:14; 28:19,20). 

We can confi dently speak of closure to 
this unreached peoples mission. There 
were an es ti mat ed 17,000 unreached 
peoples in 1976. To day there are an 
estimated 10,000 un reach ed peoples 
(unimax peoples), and a dy nam ic 
glo bal movement now exists that is 
com mit ted to establishing “a church 
for ev ery people.”

Reaching unimax peoples: 
not mea sur able, but verifi able
But how measurable is the presence of 
a “vi a ble indigenous church plant-
ing move ment”? It might perhaps be 
better to say “ver i fi  able” than “measur-
able.” We don’t nor mal ly say a woman 
is partially pregnant, or that a person 
is partially infected by AIDS. Rather, 
in such cases we “verify” the pres ence 
or absence of a condition. 

In the case of reaching unimax peo-
ples, there can be only three possibili-
ties: 1) defi   nite ly reached, 2) defi nitely 
unreached, and 3) doubt ful ly reached. 
Logically we expect to fo cus our 
highest priority energies on those that 
are in doubt or defi nitely unreached. 
Just as in the case of asking, how 
many unreached peo ples are there, 
we cannot very well eval u ate wheth er 
a group has truly had a missiological  
breakthrough from a distance or from 
sources that are not con cerned with 
such things. 

We can make some well informed 
guesses about the presence or absence 
of a church move ment from quan-
tifi able data. But what if an ethno-
linguistic people is actually a clus ter 
of unimax peoples and one of them 

is ex pe ri enc ing a church planting 
explosion, while other groups in the 
cluster have little or noth ing hap-
pening within them? The unreached 
unimax peoples in the same clus ter, 
may vig or ous ly op pose the move ment 
to Christ in the group that is ablaze 
for God. In addition, the growth of 
the church in the one unimax peo ple 
may di vert mis sion ary at ten tion from 
the needs of the other groups in the 
cluster. 

The mandate is
more than clo sure
What God will do is always more 
than what He has given us to do. He 
has given us a clear and simple thing 
to fi nish: to see that Christ is wor-
 shiped and followed in ev ery peo ple. 
This is the essential missionary task. 
This task we must do with utmost 
focus and pas sion until it is fi n ished. 
But there is still more to be done. The 
missiological break through is just the 
be gin ning of all that God intends 
to do within ev ery people. God will 
continue to ful fi ll His prom ise to 
undo the works of Sa tan and bring 
forth the blessing of Abraham to all 
peoples. 

The Declaring of His Glory 
by All the Na tions
How did Jesus teach His disciples to 
pray? “Thy Kingdom come, Thy will 
be done on earth as it is in heaven.” 
Our con cept of God’s desire to reach 
all peoples and persons is ob vi ous ly 
part of His desire for His King dom to 
come on earth. Other vers es say that 
He looks toward the time when all the 
na tions of the world will de clare His 
glo ry (Isa 66:19). 

Thus, we look confi dently forward to 
the time when “the kingdoms of this 
world are be come the kingdoms of 
our Lord, and of His Christ, and He 
shall reign forever and ever” (Rev 11:
15). Surely God seeks to vanquish the 
“rulers of the darkness of this earth” 
(Eph 6:12).

Fairly soon there may not be a single 
“king dom of this world” where His 
name is not glorifi ed. A spiritual 
breakthrough into every people is 
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a precursor to making the gos pel 
available to every person on earth. 
Sa tan holds whole peo ples in bond-
age. We can’t wrestle a single soul out 
of his hand with out challenging his 
authority in that par tic u lar people 
group. In each group where no real 
breakthrough has yet oc curred, there 
will be a “power en coun ter” be tween 
the armies of God and the pow ers of 
darkness. Con quer ing the “kingdoms 
of this world” requires an invasion of 
God’s glo ry within each people.

The apostle Paul was sent to the 
non-Jew ish peoples specifi cally “to 
open their eyes and turn them from 
darkness to light, and from the power 
of Satan to God, so that they may 
receive forgiveness of sins and a place 
among those who are sanctifi ed by 
faith in me” (Acts 26:17-18). Is it 
possible that we have become so tied 
up with our mea sure ments of evan-
gelism, social reform, and eco nom ic 
growth that we have forgotten that 
God is pri ma ri ly in the business of 
ex pand ing the reign of His Kingdom 
and conquering Satan? 

That this is primarily a spiritual battle 
cer tain ly does not mean we can set 
aside careful planning and training for 
evangelism and pi o neer penetration 
and just sit back and pray that God 
will go out and do His thing. 

“We fi ght not against fl esh and blood 
but against principalities, against 
powers, against the rulers of the dark-
ness of this world, against the spiritual 
forces of evil in the heav en ly realms” 
(Eph 6:12). 

And we know that it is also our fi ght, 
not just His, and that we are joining 
Him in His bat tle against the Evil 
One. We know that in ev ery place on 
earth the key effort is not go ing to be 
our wisdom or even our hard work. It 
will be all of that—plus His sovereign 
pow er breaking down the strongholds 
of His en e mies to bring His glory to 
the ends of the earth.

Jesus gave us a clear mandate by 
His unique authority to “disciple 
all the peoples.” We can and must 
go all out to obey Him. Cer tain ly 

we should take our evangelistic 
mea sure ments seriously, but not as 
ultimate pa ram e ters of God’s plan. 
We must press for ward, knowing that 
He may evaluate things by mea-
sures we cannot fully com pre hend. 
His thoughts are higher than our 
thoughts. 

All of this cannot entirely be brought 
to geth er into a single human plan; 
yet it calls upon ev ery planning effort, 
all creative ap proach es, and all the 
sacrifi ce we can mus ter. We know that 
all our measurements—
of peo ples and per sons—are merely 
ob jec tive goals. It is more important 
that we are with Him and He is with 
us and we are act ing in obe di ence as 
He leads us in our heav en ly call ing. 

Looking at the Task
Graphically
Although the world is large and 
complex, there exist helpful methods 
of quantifying progress toward closure 
of the essential mis sion task. Modern 
researchers are now able to collect, 
manage and summarize vast amounts 
of data with the use of com put ers. We 
owe a great deal to those who have 
at tempt ed to trace the hand of God 
as He con tin ues His pur suit of all 
peoples.6 All of our global charts and 
graphs to date have been de pen dent 
on the research of oth ers as well 
as our own estimates where ad di -
tion al es ti mates have been needed. 
How ev er, no da ta base can ever do 
more than ap prox i mate the dynamic 
reality of the world. 

When looking at the charts in this 
chapter, you need to understand 
how we are using the predominant 
religion within a group as a cul tur al 
feature to tag the group as a whole. 
This does not mean that every 
person in the group is a member of 
that religion. Thus you can have a 
Muslim group that is “reached” if 
there is a church movement within 
it even though the group is still pre-
 dom i nant ly Mus lim. 

All of the charts in this chapter, 
except those on the “Protestant 
Mission Force,” are de rived from 

the numbers on the “All Hu man i ty in 
Mis sion Perspective” chart (page 24).

The Great Imbalance
Looking at “The Globe at a Glance” 
(p. 23), you can readily see that the 
bulk of the individuals who live within 
unreached groups (white) are within 
the Muslim, Trib al, Hindu, and 
Bud dhist blocs. We need to continue 
to send well-trained and in sight ful 
missionaries to these challenging 
peo ples. There have been some very 
en cour ag ing people move ments within 
a lim it ed number of Hindu, Bud dhist, 
and Mus lim groups. These three blocs 
are of ten seen as the most resistant, 
but we are learn ing that when a 
people seems “re sis tant” it may only 
mean our approach has been de fec tive. 
Half of those living with in un reached 
peo ples are in the Muslim bloc, which 
is a bloc that has very favorable atti-
tudes to ward Jesus Christ. 

Only an estimated 10,000 of the 
global for eign mission force7 are 
working within the remaining 10,000 
unreached groups, while 41 times 
that number of foreign missionaries 
continue to work within people 
groups already reached. What an 
imbalance! (see below) 

Patrick Johnstone an a lyzed the data in 
Op er a tion World ’93 to ap prox i mate 

The Great Imbalance
Reached Unreached

14,000 10,000

Non-Christians

Dedicated
Christians

Nominal
Christians

Non-Christians within
reached groups

11.2%

19.9%

36.1%

32.8%

Non-Christians
within

unreached
groups

All Foreign Missionaries

People Groups

50%

97.6%

50%

2.4%

Source: David B. Barrett, Todd M. Johnson,6 
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The Globe at a Glance

400 Unreached Peoples
(29 million)

Christian
10,000 Peoples

(2.07 billion people)

Muslim
4100 Peoples
(1.1 billion

people)

Tribal
3700 Peoples

(220 million people)Hindu
3400 Peoples

(886 million people)

Chinese Folk Religions
350 Peoples

(340 million people)

Buddhist
1300 Peoples

(340 million people)

Non-Religious/
Atheist

250 Peoples
(875 million

people)

Other Religions
900 Peoples

(259 million people)
(includes Jewish)

2700 Unreached Peoples
(536 million)

2000 Unreached Peoples
(145 million)

2000 Unreached Peoples
(145 million)

3700 Unreached Peoples
(900 Million)

1.2 billion
Nominal Christians

50 Unreached Peoples
(75 million)

1000 Unreached
Peoples

(225 million)

150 Unreached
Peoples

(90 million)

150 Unreached
Peoples

(90 million)

The chart is divided by the predominant religion 
within each unimax people.* (“Peoples” = “People 
Groups”) All individuals in the world can be found 
somewhere on this diagram. Religion is seen as part 
of the cultural identity of the group as a whole. For 
instance, when a Buddhist people has a church 
movement established within it which seeks to 
evangelize the rest of the members of that people, 
the group is considered “reached,” but still within 
the Buddhist cultural bloc.

* Unimax People: The MAXimum sized group 
sufficiently UNIfied to be reached by a single 
indigenous church planting movement.

True Christians, available as a work force, 
through discipleship and equipping

Purely nominal "Christians," needing E0 
renewal evangelism

Non-Christians making no Christian profession 
but living within reached groups, needing E1 
outreach evangelism

Non-Christians living within unreached people 
groups, requiring E2 to E3 cross-cultural 
evangelism

Based on Todd M. Johnson's "All Humanity in Mission Perspective"
in AD 2000.

dis tri bu tion of the Protestant Mis sion 
Force8 within the major cultural blocs. 
(see charts at the bottom of page 24) 
While this is a more positive pic-
 ture than we have seen before, it still 
shows that 74% of the “Prot es tant” 
mis sion effort is within peoples where 
Christianity is already the predomi-
nate religion and a major cultural 
factor. 

If you look at the Protestant mis-
sionaries working within the other 
major cultural blocs, you need to 
understand that those blocs include 
both reached and unreached peoples. 
It is a common observation of fi eld 
practitioners that even among the 
26% that are working in peoples 
dominated by non-Christian reli-
gions, most are working to build the 
church where it already exists  (they 
are working within the gray areas of 
the non-Christian blocs on the Globe 
at a Glance chart to the left) and are 
not doing pioneer work to establish 
a breakthrough within peoples that 
are yet to be reached. It will take the 
focused ef forts of the best the Church 
has to offer if we are to com plete the 
task of frontier mission any time soon. 

After nearly 2000 years, an estimated 
10,000 unimax peo ples encompassing 
2 billion people still live beyond the 
reach of any relevant local church. 

Great Momentum
While talking about billions of people 
might seem over whelm ing, astound-
ing progress continues to be made. 
In 1974, we were stunned by the 
rev e la tion that three out of four of 
the non-Christians in the world were 
beyond the reach of same-cul ture 
evan ge lism. Today, only one out of 
ev ery two non-Christians is beyond 
reach! An easy-to-re mem ber new 
insight, which you can easily see in 
the chart on page 22, is that you can 
divide the world up into mean ing ful 
thirds. One-third of the world would 
at least claim to be Chris tian; an oth er 
third are non-Chris tians that live 
with in reached peoples; the fi  nal third 
are non-Chris tians with in un reached 
peoples. Again this is sig nifi   cant 
progress; in 1974 ap prox i mate ly half 

Number of Foreign Missionaries per Million in Major Cultural Blocs
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All Humanity in Mission Perspective
in 2000 AD

Predominant Religion within Culturally Defined Peoples
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Least Evangelized Ethnolinguistic Peoples

Unreached Unimax Peoples

Great Commission Christians (GCC)
Non-Christians (P2): E2 to E3

Non-Christians (P2.5): E2.5 to E3

Total

Global Foreign Missionaries

Non-Christians (P3): E3

Ethnolinguistic
Unimax Peoples

Total (in millions)

All Missionaries

Totals Christianity Buddhism Chinese
Folk

Hinduism Judaism Islam Non-
Religious

Tribal
Religions

Other
Religions

Most Evangelized Ethnolinguistic Peoples

Reached Unimax Peoples

Great Commission Christians (GCC)
Nominal-Christians (P0, P.5): E0 to E3

Non-Christians (P1): E1 to E3

Total

Global Foreign Missionaries

Frontier M
issions

Evangelism
 and

"D
om

estic" M
issions

4,400

10,000

-

-

300

1,000

50

150

180

200

350

2,700

2,000

3,700

20

50

1,400

2,000

100

200
3 - 0.3 0.5 0.010.4 0.3 0.7 0.5 0.29

1,099 - 100 80 8465 310 74 45 17

824 - 110 10 160 580 0.3 60 2.7

75 - 14.7 0 010.6 9.7 0 40 0

2,000 - 225 90 9536 900 75 145 20

10,000 - 800 800 1001,500 1,500 1,200 3,700 400

8,720 6,750 150 100 120 50 300 100 1,000 150

14,000 10,000 300 200 700 100 400 200 1,700 400

677 489 11 22 45 0.2 30 54 22 4
1,218 1,191 1 0.5 10 0.02 1 11 3 1

2,196 392 103 227 295 8 169 735 50 217

4,091 2,071 115 250 350 8 200 800 75 222

410,000 384,400 1,000 1,200 3,500 900 1,500 8,000 7,500 2,000

13,120 6,750 450 150 470 230 2,300 120 2,400 250
24,000 10,000 1,300 350 3,400 300 4,100 250 3,700 600

6,091 2,071 340 340 886 17 1,100 875 220 242

420,000 384,400 1,800 2,000 5,000 1,000 3,000 9,200 11,200 2,400

Great Commission Christians (GCC): Christians of evangelical conviction attempting to obey the Great Commission.

The table above was generated by Todd M. Johnson using data from the peoples database for the forthcoming World Christian Encyclopedia (WCE),
2nd edition, Oxford University Press (Barrett, Kurian, Johnson).

Least Evangelized Ethnolinguistic Peoples: Peoples less than 50% evangelized* with relatively few Christians.

The number of unimax peoples (1982 definition) are estimates. Clues are taken from linguistic and social factors (e.g., language clusters, caste).

Unreached Peoples: Estimate of Unimax peoples (1982 definition) without a viable church planting movement or a viable, indigenous, evangelizing church.

Global Foreign Missionaries includes all kinds of Christians (Roman Catholics, Orthodox, Protestants, Anglicans, Independents and Marginals).

Most Evangelized Ethnolinguistic Peoples: Peoples more than 50% evangelized* with a substantial Christian presence, including all peoples predominantly Christian (6,750).

Reached Peoples: Estimate of Unimax peoples (1982 definition) with a viable church. This includes all peoples predominantly Christian.

Other Religions includes peoples that are predominantly Confucianist, Mandean, Zoroastrian, Sikh and Spiritist.

*"Evangelized" is based on David B.Barrett's Index of Evangelization which does not yet have a published definition.

These two charts rep re sent an inclusive view of the Protestant Mission Force. They include: foreign missionaries, mis sion ar ies working within their 

own coun try (both cross-cul tur al ly and in near cul tures) bi-vo ca tion al missionaries, and home staff who are classifi ed as mis sion ar ies who support 

fi eld mis sion ar ies.  The break down was pre lim i nary assessment based on sev er al days of anal y sis done spe cifi   cal ly for this volume.       

Source: Patrick Johnstone8

Buddhist

Chinese

Hindu

Jewish

Muslim

Non-Religious

Tribal

Christian

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Distribution of Protestant Missionary Force Relative
to the Size of the Major Cultural Blocs

Percentage of World
Population

Percentage of Protestant
Missionary Force

Distribution of Protestant Mission Force within the Major Cultural Blocs

74%

3%

8%

4%

6%

1%2%2%
Buddhist

Chinese

Hindu

Jewish

Muslim

Non-Religious

Tribal

Christian

Only one out of every four missionaries is working in a pioneer 
ministry among non-Chrisitian peoples of the major religious blocs.
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Endnotes
1. For the charts in this chapter the Non-Religious and Jewish categories have been added for the sake of using data as cat e go rized in the 

World Christian Encyclopedia although the Jewish cat e go ry is not always graphed if too small to be seen.

2. “Evangelized” is based David B. Barrett’s Index of Evangelization. See World Christian Trends (William Carey Library, 2001), Part 24 
(“Microevangelistics”), pp. 749-755.

3. To learn more about the usefulness of these groupings see his marvelous book, The Church is Big ger Than You Think (Christian Focus 
Publications/WEC/WCL, 1998 ).

4. Just search for “unreached people profi les” and you’re off and surfi ng. 

5. The AD2000 Movement refers to groups that are less than 2% Evangelical or 5% Christian ad her ents.

6. In the past, we have relied on a variety of expert sources for our fi gures and estimates for our “All Humanity in Mission Per spec tive” 
chart. We are now using information supplied by Todd M. Johnson of the World Evangelization Research Center. Todd is familiar 
with the unimax principle and is a caretaker of the data underlying the World Christian Encyclopedia (David B. Barrett, ed.). This table 
refl ects Todd’s interpretation of missiologically signifi cant groups within larger ethno linguistic peoples and gives estimates of the num-
bers based upon analyzing statistical clues and making adjustments where necessary. No at tempt has been made to adjust the estimates 
to make them more in line with previous estimates. If you were to compare with previous charts, you would notice that some of the 
numbers for unimax groups within a bloc have gone up instead of down. In fact, the overall number of estimated unimax groups has 
increased back to our earlier pub lished estimate of 10,000 from sev er al years ago. This can be attributed to a change in sourc es and 
methodology. 

 Other changes from previous versions of this chart: 1) the Jews and Non-Re li gious/Atheist categories have been added; 2) be cause of 
the in clu sion of the non-Religious/ Atheist cat e go ry, the Chinese bloc was split between the be tween that cat e go ry and the Chinese 
Folk bloc.

7. The global foreign mission force includes all kinds of Christians (Protestants, Anglican, Roman Cath o lic, Orthodox, etc).

8. The graphs for the Protestant Mission Force were generated from data derived from Appendix 3, Prot es tant Missionary Force, found 
in the 1993 edition of Operation World. The country fi gures were analyzed based on Patrick Johnstone’s extensive knowl edge of mission 
work around the world. The separation of the cross-cultural work force into the different religious blocs was a pre lim i nary analysis 
done specifi cally for this volume. Missionaries in church development ministries with in non-Christian peoples are not included in the 
pioneer categories. Our thanks to Patrick Johnstone and his as sis tant Ja s on Mandryk for their will ing hearts and ex pe di ent la bor. 

of the world’s pop u la tion was beyond 
the reach of the church. In fact, for 
the fi rst time in his to ry there are few er 
non-Christians with in un reached 
groups than there are with in reached 
groups! As mis sion ar ies suc ceed in 
es tab lish ing church move ments in 
more un reached peo ples, that is exactly 
what you would ex pect to hap pen. 

We are in the fi nal era of mis sions. For 
the fi rst time in his to ry it is pos si ble to 
see the end of the tunnel, when there 
will be a church movement with in the 
lan guage and social structure of ev ery 
peo ple group on earth, powerful face 
to face evan ge lism tak ing over in all 
peoples. God is mov ing through out 
His global body to ful fi ll His prom ise 
to the nations in ways that we could 
not possibly have imagined 20 years 
ago. Thou sands of new missionary 
re cruits are no longer coming just from 
the West, but also from Asia, Africa 
and Latin America—fruits of mis-
sionary move ments—whole heart ed ly 
em brac ing the Great Com mis sion. 

More so than ever be fore it is a glo bal, 
co op er a tive move ment. We have to 
be prepared for new part ner ships, 
new in sights, and new ap proach es by 
non-Western mission struc tures. At 
the same time, we need to rec og nize 
that the West ern mis sion ary story is 
a res er voir of mis sion ex pe ri ence that 
can serve the emerg ing missions. 

 The job is large, but relatively small 
for the enormous body of believers 
around the world. There are ap prox i-
 mate ly 670 churches in the world for 
every remaining unreached unimax 
peo ple group! We need only a small 
per cent age of dedicated believers to be 
mo bi lized and equipped. Judging the 
re main ing task by the po ten tial work  
force makes it quite small and with in 
reach by comparison to the forbidding 
pros pect faced by our fore fa thers. 

Notice how much more do-able the  
mis sion task seems when we focus on 
the size of the po ten tial mission force 
and on pen e trat ing peo ple groups. 

Instead of talking of evan ge liz ing 
2 bil lion individuals, we can talk of 
be gin ning in ap prox i mate ly 3000 
ethno linguistic peo ples and then 
fi n ish ing in maybe as few as 10,000 
unimax peoples. With in a very short 
time all of the 3000 “least evan ge lized” 
ethno linguistic groups will be tar get ed 
and engaged by some mis sion-send-
 ing struc ture in the world. It is al ready 
true for more than half of them!

Identifying and pen e trat ing the  
re main ing unreached unimax peo-
 ples—the great chal lenge of “disci-
pling all the na tions”—still lies before 
us. God will reveal the glo ry of His 
king dom among all peoples. We are 
within range of fi nishing the task with 
more mo men tum than ever before in 
history. Be a part of it—“De clare His 
glo ry among the na tions!” IJFM


