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 This morning I want to talk about Paul’s pioneer mission 

work, as we see him describe it here in this passage.  Also in this 

message I want to then zoom out and put this in the context of how 

Jesus describes the task of missions.  Thirdly, this morning, I want 

to then give a brief history of the modern missions movement.  

We’re going to cover a lot of ground today.  From Jesus’ teaching, 

to Paul’s missionary endeavors, to the continuation of pioneer 

missions today. 

Paul the Pioneer 

 Last week I talked about Gospel boasting in verses 14-17.  

Paul continues in these verses to boast in his ministry.  That is, in 

the work that God is doing through him.  See how he 

acknowledges the divine power that is producing this fruit.  In 

verse 18 he refers to “what Christ has accomplished through me.”  

And in verse 19 he refers to “the power of the Spirit of God.”  Paul 

boasts, not in his own strength, but in the powerful work that God 

is doing through him.    

 The Obedience of the Gentiles 

 First notice the aim of his ministry, the fruit of his ministry.  

It is to bring the Gentiles to obedience.  In the Greek it’s just a 

simple prepositional phrase, literally “unto the obedience of the 

Gentiles.”  That’s what Paul was praying for, laboring for, 

preaching for.  He was called as the apostle to the Gentiles, and 

what he longed to see was Gentiles submitting themselves to Christ 

and producing the fruit of obedience to God.   

 We have to understand that obedience and faith are very 

closely linked.  Faith in Jesus Christ will produce obedience.  If we 

trust Him, if we believe that He is good and that His commands are 

good, then we’re going to follow Him and obey His commands. 

 There’s a phrase Paul uses twice in this letter that 

highlights for us this close link between faith and obedience.  This 

phrase is found at the very beginning of Romans and the very end 

of Romans. 

 In Romans 1:5 he says that he has “received grace and 

apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of his 

name among all the nations.”   And in his doxology at the very end 
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of the letter, in Romans 16:26, he speaks of the gospel which “has 

now been disclosed and through the prophetic writings has been 

made known to all nations, according to the command of the 

eternal God, to bring about the obedience of faith.”   

 And I noticed something new this week (new to me) as I 

was looking up other occurrences of the word “obedience.”  I 

noticed that Paul commends the Roman church in 1:8, saying, “I 

thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your 

faith is proclaimed in all the world.”  And at the end of the letter, 

in 16:19 he commends them similarly by saying, “your obedience 

is known to all, so that I rejoice over you.”  In Paul’s mind, faith 

and obedience are inextricably linked.  They are not one and the 

same, but you can’t have one without the other in the Christian life.  

Bringing about the obedience of faith among the Gentiles was the 

goal of Paul’s ministry.  And, indeed, it was the fruit being 

produced through his ministry.   

   So when he writes in Romans 15:18 that Christ is 

accomplishing through his ministry the obedience of the Gentiles, 

he is obviously thinking of the obedience of faith.  He’s thinking of 

obedience to Christ which springs from a heart that has been 

regenerated.  Obedience that is the overflow of faith. 

 Word and Deed   

 Paul elaborates a bit on the means by which fruit is being 

produced in his ministry.  Christ is accomplishing it.  It’s also by 

the power of the Spirit of God.  But Paul also mentions specific 

ways in which that divine power is being manifested.  It’s “by 

word and deed, by the power of signs and wonders.”   

 I spent some time on Thursday reading back through parts 

of Acts where we learn about Paul’s missionary journeys.  It’s 

interesting to see the dynamic of word and deed in Paul’s pioneer 

mission work.  There are amazing healings and supernatural 

demonstrations of power.  And that is tied together with the 

preaching of the word.  He was always preaching the word.  There 

weren’t always physical miracles that accompanied the preaching, 

but sometimes there were.   

 I’ll share with you a few examples.  The record of Paul’s 

first missionary journey begins in Acts 13.  Chapters 13-15 give 

the travelogue of this mission trip.  His first stop was on the island 

of Cyprus.  He and Barnabas had the opportunity to preach the 

word to a high-ranking official.  But there was a magician there, a 

false prophet, who was opposing them.  So Paul rebuked this false 

prophet and told him he would become blind for a time.  



3 
 

Immediately the man lost his sight.  The text says that the high-

ranking official “believed, when he saw what had occurred, for he 

was astonished at the teaching of the Lord.” (Acts 13:12) 

 In Antioch of Pisidia, Paul preached about Jesus, and the 

text says, “when the Gentiles heard this, they began rejoicing and 

glorifying the word of the Lord, and as many as were appointed to 

eternal life believed.” (Acts 13:48) 

 In Iconium, Paul and Barnabas “remained for a long time, 

speaking boldly for the Lord, who bore witness to the word of his 

grace, granting signs and wonders to be done by their hands.” 

(Acts 14:3) 

 Paul’s second missionary journey is recorded in Acts 16-18 

roughly.  In Philippi a woman named Lydia was converted by the 

power of the preached word.  It says, “The Lord opened her heart 

to pay attention to what was said by Paul.” (Acts 16:14)  That is a 

tremendous miracle that God works in a person’s heart.  There 

doesn’t have to be an external, physical miracle.  This is a 

supernatural work in the heart.  The miracle of regeneration. 

 Also in Phillipi, Paul cast an evil spirit out of a slave girl 

and then ended up in jail for it.  But then the Philippian jailer was 

converted after an earthquake shook the prison and busted the 

doors open.   

 In Thessolonica, “Paul went in, as was his custom, and on 

three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures.” 

(Acts 17:2)  His was a ministry of the word.  He travelled through 

Berea, Athens, Corinth, back to Antioch. 

 And then his third missionary journey is contained roughly 

in chapters 19-21 of Acts.  We read this of his time in Ephesus: 

“And God was doing extraordinary miracles by the hands of Paul, 

so that even handkerchiefs or aprons that had touched his skin 

were carried away to the sick, and their diseases left them and the 

evil spirits came out of them.” (Acts 19:11–12, ESV)  

 In Troas a young man named Eutychus was raised from the 

dead (20:7ff).  That happened during a late night church service on 

the Lord’s Day.  They were gathered together on the first day of 

the week, and Paul was preaching long . . . really long.  It was past 

midnight, in fact.  And poor Eutychus was tired, real tired.  So 

tired that he fell out of the third floor window and died.   

“But Paul went down and bent over him, and taking him in his 

arms, said, “Do not be alarmed, for his life is in him.”” (Acts 

20:10, ESV)  
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 So we see the interplay of word and deed, the power of 

signs and wonders, in Paul’s ministry.  God enabled Paul’s 

missionary work in a unique and amazing way, as Paul travelled 

around preaching the Gospel and planting churches. 

Now, we shouldn’t be discouraged by the reality that we 

don’t typically see these kinds of miracles.  What we do rejoice to 

see is the miracle of regeneration, the miracle of new birth and the 

inner transformation that results in the lives of those who repent 

and believe.  Like in the testimony of Lydia, we celebrate the 

miracle of God opening a person’s heart to pay attention to the 

Good News of Jesus Christ.   

I read of a pastor who was asked if he could turn water into 

wine, like Jesus did.  His answer was, I can actually do better than 

that.  He told the story of a man who had been an alcoholic and had 

neglected his family.  But then this man heard the Gospel and 

repented and believed, and his life was transformed.  The pastor 

said, “We didn’t turn water into wine, but we turned whisky into 

milk for his babies.”
1
 

 That’s not to say that physical miracles have ceased.  We 

can certainly pray for healing.  We can pray for miraculous 

provision.  We can pray for supernatural protection from evil and 

harm.  But those things don’t represent the main focus of Paul’s 

ministry.  And it shouldn’t be the main focus of ours.  What we’re 

ultimately looking for is changed hearts.  Even if a person is 

healed, even if a person is raised from the dead (like Eutychus), 

they’re still going to die someday.  What matters eternally is 

whether that person is trusting in Jesus Christ alone for the 

forgiveness of their sins.  So the ministry of the word, the 

preaching of the Gospel, the proclamation of Jesus’ sinless life and 

His sacrificial death on the cross, and His glorious resurrection, 

that is of utmost importance.  

Jerusalem to Illyricum 

Paul goes on in these verses to describe the unique calling 

on his life to be a pioneer evangelist and church-planter.  Not 

everyone is called to this kind of work.  But some are.  Maybe it 

will be you.  Maybe it will be me. 

 Notice how Paul describes this.  The second part of verse 

19 may sound confusing, even shocking.  He says, “from 

Jerusalem and all the way around to Illyricum I have fulfilled the 

ministry of the gospel of Christ.”   

                                                           
1
 Found in Boice, Romans, vol. 4, page 1867. 
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 Now, first of all, let’s understand the region he’s referring 

to.  Sometimes a picture is worth a thousand words, and for me, 

maps are certainly worth a thousand words.  My geography is 

pretty hazy if there’s not a map in front of me. 

 So first of all, here’s a map of the world.  We are in North 

America, on the middle left of the screen.  The area where Paul 

travelled is in the black box.   

The next map is what this region looks like today in terms 

of the countries and their boarders.  You can see the island of 

Cyprus there at the bottom of the screen.  There’s the northern 

coast of Africa, and above it Spain, Italy, Greece.  That area 

around Greece is what today folks refer to as the Balkans.  The 

Balkan peninsula gets its name from the Balkan mountains that 

stretch across Serbia and Bulgaria.  What was once the Roman 

province of Illyricum is now Albania, Croatia, and Bosnia-

Herzegovina.   

 And this final map shows the area in Roman times.  The 

grey area is the reach of the Roman Empire.  The yellow areas 

indicate the presence of Christians by the year 65 A.D.  You can 

see Jerusalem on the right hand side.  Moving left there’s Corinth 

and above that Illyricum.  That was where Paul had already been 

planting church.  He’s now in Corinth writing this letter to the 

Romans.  And his desire is to eventually continue West, to Rome, 

and then to Spain.      

As I was sharing some of the highlights of Paul missionary 

journeys,  I mentioned many of the places he visited.  He was in 

Cyprus, Antioch of Pisidia, Iconium, Philippi, Thessolonica, 

Berea, Athens, Corinth, Ephesus, Antioch, Troas.  All of those 

places were in this area between Jerusalem and Illyricum.  I read 

you some of the exciting parts, but there were also some very 

difficult trials that Paul faced on those missionary journeys.  He 

was beaten, thrown in jail, fiercely opposed.  His teaching was 

rejected by many.  And that’s what makes verse 19 so shocking.  It 

almost sounds like everyone in this entire region became a 

Christian.  But, of course, that wasn’t the case.   

 The basis for Paul saying this is the fact that churches have 

been planted in major cities throughout this region.  That was the 

focus of his ministry.  That was the intent.  Once a church was 

established, Paul moved on to another unreached city.  That was 

his missionary method.  It was not his calling to build on someone 

else’s foundation.  He was not like me, in other words.  I am 

building on someone else’s foundation.  This church was already 

established before I came to Pittsburgh.  And even before this 
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church existed, there were other churches in this area preaching the 

Gospel.  The calling on the life of the Apostle Paul was to go to 

cities that had never heard the news about Jesus the Messiah.  It 

was his ambition to preach where Christ had never been named.  

And thus he viewed his ministry as a fulfillment of what Isaiah 

spoke of many centuries before.  Verse 21 is a quotation from 

Isaiah 52:15.  “but as it is written, “Those who have never been 

told of him will see, and those who have never heard will 

understand.”” (Romans 15:21, ESV)  

That’s a great summary of what Paul’s mission work was 

all about.  He was a pioneer evangelist and church-planter.   

Now I want to step back—zoom out—and try to define the 

overall task of missions as Jesus presents it to us in the Gospels. 

Defining the Task of Missions 

What kind of definition should we give to this thing that we 

talk about so much?  There are two important passages in Matthew 

that help us with this. 

“And this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the 

whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will 

come.” (Matthew 24:14, ESV)  

“And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on 

earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all 

nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have 

commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of 

the age.”” (Matthew 28:18–20, ESV)  

 To define missions, we could use the language of Matt 

24:14 and say that missions is proclaiming the gospel of the 

kingdom throughout the whole world as a testimony to all nations.  

That’s what world missions is all about, as defined by Jesus.  

Taking the Good News that Jesus Christ died for sinners to all the 

nations of the world.  Or in the words of The Great Commission 

we could say that missions is going and making disciples of all 

nations, and baptizing them and teaching them.   

 Missions is primarily about the proclamation of the Gospel.  

Let’s be clear about that.  It can, and should, include all kinds of 

other things as well, like helping people in practical, physical ways 

(providing food where food is lacking, providing medical care, 

financial assistance, etc.).  But missions is necessarily and 

essentially about communicating the truth of the Gospel.  Jesus 

Christ is the only perfect One.  We are all wretched sinners, but 
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Jesus Christ is perfect.  He lived a sinless righteous life, and then 

died a sacrificial death and rose on the third day.  And all who put 

their trust in Him for the forgiveness of sin will be saved!  This is 

the glorious message that we should shout from the mountaintops 

for all the peoples to hear.   

 The task of missions is to spread the knowledge of Jesus’ 

saving power to the ends of the earth, penetrating and transforming 

every culture, every language, every ethnic group, every nation, 

every people.  In Matthew 28 Jesus commands that we pursue this 

goal, and in Matthew 24 He makes a promise that it WILL be 

completed before the end comes.  

 The promise that God’s grace will spread globally is 

revealed very clearly in the New Testament, but it was also 

revealed from the beginning of the Old Testament.  Way back at 

the beginning of the Bible God made an amazing promise to 

Abraham.  He said, “I will bless those who bless you, and him who 

dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth 

shall be blessed” (Genesis 12:3).  The thing that makes that 

promise all the more amazing is the fact that it comes right after 

several chapters that record the downward spiral of humanity 

following the Fall into sin that happened when Adam and Eve 

disobeyed God’s command.  Adam and Eve rebelled against God, 

and the devastating effects were immediately evident.  Things got 

so bad so quickly, that by chapter 6 of Genesis God decided to 

flood the earth and destroy everything, except Noah and his family.  

Then there was the tower of Babel, which the people tried to build 

in order to make a name for themselves.  A prideful, man-centered, 

God-despising act.  This is the depraved condition of the human 

heart following the Fall. 

 But after these accounts of human wickedness and 

depravity, God makes this wonderful promise to Abraham, and it is 

reiterated and clarified by Jesus.  How is God going to bless all the 

families of the earth?  He sent His beloved Son, Jesus Christ, who 

is The Seed of Abraham and in whom the promises to Abraham 

find fulfillment.  And all the families of the earth will be blessed as 

the Gospel of Jesus Christ reaches them.   

 God is a missionary God, and He promised from the 

beginning that His grace would extend to the whole world, to all 

the people groups of the world.  Jesus restated this promise, and He 

instructs us to be part of what He is doing.  This is missions, then: 

the spread of the Gospel to all the nations of the world.      
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What will signal the completion of missions? 

 When will it be over?  Has it ever struck you that 

evangelism and missions are not things that will go on forever?  

They are limited to this age in which we live, and they will be no 

more once Jesus Christ returns.  The task of missions is something 

that has a definite point of completion.  A time is coming in the 

future, possibly in our lifetimes, possibly in the very near future, 

when missions will be done, and the end of history will be upon us.   

 Let’s look at what Jesus says in Matt 24:14 about the 

completion of missions.  He says that one thing is going to happen 

and THEN another thing is going to happen.  The first thing he is 

talking about is the task of missions, and we should notice again 

that there is no doubt as to whether this will actually happen or not.  

Our Lord is Sovereign, He is in complete control over all of 

history.  In Matt 28:18, He says, “All authority in heaven and on 

earth has been give to me.”  And it’s this same Lord who says, 

“this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the 

whole world as a testimony to all nations.”  That is the first thing 

Jesus is talking about in this verse. 

 The second thing He mentions is the end of history.  “And 

this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the 

whole world as a testimony to all nations, and THEN the end will 

come.”  At some point in time AFTER the gospel has been 

preached to all nations this age will come to an end.   

 Now we just need to clarify what that means.  What does it 

mean for the gospel to go to all nations?  Or in the words of the 

Great Commission, what does it mean to make disciples of all 

nations?  What is Jesus talking about when He says, “all nations”?  

Most of us hear the word “nation,” and we think about political 

nations: the United States, Canada, Mexico, England, South 

Africa, Egypt, Israel, Iraq, China, Japan, etc.  In my dictionary the 

first definition given for “nation” was, “a politically organized 

nationality.”  That’s the most common way we use the word. 

 But that’s NOT the way the word is used in the Bible.  The 

third definition given in my dictionary was “a tribe or federation of 

tribes.”  This is more along the lines of what the Bible means when 

it talks about nations.  The Greek Word is ethnē, from which we 

get the word ethnic, referring to groups of people defined by a 

common cultural heritage, a common language, and common 

customs. 

  



9 
 

People Groups 

Nations, as Jesus talks about them here in Matthew, are 

people groups.  This is the term the missionary community has 

used over the past 30 years or so to define the task.  The task of 

missions is to reach every people group of the world with the 

gospel of Jesus Christ.  And much work has been done to locate 

and identify all the distinct people groups, so that mission agencies 

and churches can target specific groups, to pray for them and to 

send missionaries to them.  The Joshua Project is one group that 

tries to keep a tally of how many people groups have been reached 

and how many are still unreached.  This is the definition they use 

for a people group: “For evangelization purposes, a people group is 

the largest group within which the Gospel can spread as a church 

planting movement without encountering barriers of understanding 

or acceptance.”  They’re not talking about spiritual barriers here, 

which of course are the most significant.  But in defining a people 

group, they’re saying that when you have to cross barriers of 

language and culture, then you’re dealing with a distinct people 

group, and cross-cultural missions is required to reach that distinct 

people group.   

 Thinking in terms of people groups is radically different 

than thinking in terms of political nations, because most nations 

contain hundreds, if not thousands, of different people groups.  Our 

country is a perfect example of this, and even our city.  We live in 

a melting pot of people groups, and there are unique opportunities 

for cross-cultural evangelism even right here in Pittsburgh. 

 I asked the question, “What will signal the completion of 

missions?”  And the answer is, when every people group of the 

world has heard the Gospel and people have been saved, churches 

established, and there is a gospel movement of churches happening 

within that people group, then the task of missions will be 

complete.  That statement is somewhat vague, to be sure.  Only 

God knows who and how many will be saved.  Therefore we hold 

in tension the possibility that the Great Commission may be 

fulfilled in a very short time from now, while we must also press 

on with the work of engaging every unreached people group with 

the Gospel. 

A Brief History of the Modern Missions Movement 

 In our last few minutes, as a way of applying this message 

to what is going on in missions today, I want to share a very brief 

history of the modern missions movement.  We’re fast-forwarding 

now through history.  We’ve seen Paul’s pioneer mission work in 
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the first century.  Let’s fast-forward now to the pioneer mission 

work that has been going on in the last 200 years or so.
2
   

 The First Era – Coastlands – 1792 William Carey 

We’ll start in 1792, which marks the publication of William 

Carey’s book, which was entitled, An Enquiry into the Obligation 

of Christians to use Means for the Conversion of the Heathens.  He 

was up against church leaders who thought that if God has chosen 

those whom He desires to save, then He will save them, and He 

doesn’t need our help.  Which is true in one sense, but not in 

another.  God doesn’t need our help, but He has chosen to use us as 

His vessels to take the Gospel to other people and to other people 

groups.  The church leaders in William Carey’s day did not see any 

need to send missionaries to other parts of the world.  They 

rebuked Carey for suggesting so.  They said, “When God chooses 

to win the heathen, He will do it without your help or ours.”  But 

Carey, in his book, responded with a call to organize mission 

societies that could support missionaries to go to the other parts of 

the world that needed to hear the Gospel.  And that’s what 

happened.  His small book (only 87 pages) had a tremendous 

impact.  It’s still thought to be the greatest missionary treatise in 

the English language.  

 In the next year, 1793, the Baptist Mission Society was 

founded, which is the organization that sent William Carey to 

India.  Andrew Fuller was the pastor who stayed back in England 

and kept the organization together so they could support and pray 

for Carey’s efforts.  Within the next 25 years many additional 

mission agencies were born, both in England and America.  The 

movement was building momentum. 

 Another key factor in the growth of this movement was the 

“Haystack Prayer Meeting” that started when 5 American college 

students met together to pray about how God might want to use 

them in missions.  Samuel Mills was one of these young men.  In 

1806 he started classes at Williams College in Massachusetts.  It 

was his practice to spend Wednesday and Saturday afternoons in 

prayer, joining with a few other students, and they typically met on 

the banks of the Hoosic River or in a valley near the college.  But 

one particular day, in August of 1806, the students were caught in 

a rainstorm, and as they were seeking some shelter from the rain 

they found haystack that could keep them dry.  And they continued 

                                                           
2
 See article by Ralph Winter, “Four Men, Three Eras, Two Transitions: Modern 

Missions” 
http://frontiermissionfellowship.org/uploads/documents/Four%20Men%20Thr
ee%20Eras.pdf  

http://frontiermissionfellowship.org/uploads/documents/Four%20Men%20Three%20Eras.pdf
http://frontiermissionfellowship.org/uploads/documents/Four%20Men%20Three%20Eras.pdf
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to pray while under that haystack, and their emphasis for prayer 

that day was that students would be awakened to an interest in 

foreign missions.  Mills challenged them to think about their own 

lives, and how they might be involved.  They committed 

themselves to the cause of missions, and the effects of that little 

haystack prayer meeting began to grow.  In 1810 they founded the 

American Board of Commissioners of Foreign Missions, which 

then in 1812 sent out both Adoniram Judson and Luther Rice to 

India. 

 A couple other characteristics of the first era was that the 

emphasis was on the coastlands, and specifically the coastlands of 

Asia and Africa.  This was the beginning of taking the Gospel to 

other parts of the world.  The agencies that were formed were 

mostly denominational, and the birth of this movement, and the 

main influence came from Europe.   

 The Second Era – Inland – 1865 Hudson Taylor 

 The beginning of the second era is marked by the year 

1865, when Hudson Taylor founded the China Inland Mission.  

This brought a new emphasis to missions, because all the focus up 

to that point had been on the coastlands.  And Taylor received 

some significant opposition, because people wondered why we 

should go to the inland areas if the work wasn’t yet done on the 

coastlands.  Also, there were great dangers involved, and people 

opposed Taylor’s vision because it seemed impossible and too 

dangerous. 

 As a young man he felt called to missions, and he wrote, 

“For what service I was accepted I knew not; but a deep 

consciousness that I was no longer my own took possession of me, 

which has never since been effaced.”  It then became clear to him 

that China was the place he was to go.  He had a growing burden 

for the lost souls in China that had never heard the Gospel.  And 

even though very few mission agencies had workers in China and 

there was very little information about China, and he knew that his 

life would be in danger going there, he was determined to go.   

 The influence of Hudson Taylor was a key transition from 

the first era, in which the missionaries went to the coastlands, and 

the second era in which there was an added focus on the inland 

areas of Africa and Asia.   

 The student movement associated with this second era is 

the Student Volunteer Movement.  The organization called The 

Student Volunteer Movement for Foreign Missions, Ralph Winter 

says, was “history’s single most potent mission organization.”  
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Their watchword was, “the evangelization of the world in this 

generation.”  In the 1880s and 90s there were 100,000 college 

students who committed themselves to being involved in missions.  

20,000 of them actually went overseas.  80,000 stayed home and 

supported those who went, by starting things like the Laymen’s 

Missionary Movement. 

 The Third Era – People Groups – 1934-35 Cameron 

Townsend and Donald McGavran 

The first era was to the coastlands, the second era to the 

inland areas, and then the third era began with the work of 

Cameron Townsend and Donald McGavran, who both emphasized 

people groups (linguistic groups, ethnic groups).   

Cam Townsend didn’t even finish college, because he was 

so eager to get on the mission field.  He went to Guatemala and 

was working with existing churches there.  But as he distributed 

Christian literature to various villages he began to realize that 

many in Guatemala did not speak Spanish, and a person in one 

village asked him, “If your God is so smart, why can’t he speak 

our language?”  Townsend was only 23 years old when we began 

coming to these convictions that the various linguistic groups 

needed to be reached in their own languages.  It wasn’t good 

enough to have a thriving church in Ecuador.  Each language 

needed to be reached.  He started Wycliffe Bible Translators, 

which today has over 4,000 workers, translating the Bible into the 

languages of the unreached people groups of the world. 

While Townsend was in Guatemala, Donald MCGavran 

was in India coming to the same realizations concerning the 

importance of people groups. 

The student movement at the beginning of this era was the 

Student Foreign Missions Fellowship, and it was organized in 

1938.  In the following year Inter-Varsity came to the Unites States 

and Canada, and the two organizations ended up merging in 1945.  

In 1946 they had a convention at the University of Toronto, and 

then in 1948 they held a convention at University of Illinois, 

Urbana.  And they’ve been having these Urbana missions 

conferences every few years since then. 

The first era was most-influenced by Europe, the second 

era by America, but now the third era is non-Western.  There are 

now more and more missionaries from Asia, Latin America, and 

Africa.  It’s no longer Europe or America that is setting the pace 

for missions, but countries from all over the world are involved in 

the task.  The Gospel is going forth.  Churches and mission 
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agencies are researching the various people groups (thousands of 

them that are unreached) and praying for missionaries and funds to 

send people to evangelize and plant churches and translate the 

Bible among those unreached peoples of the world.  Paul was a 

pioneer in the first century.  Two thousand years later the church is 

still in need of pioneer missionaries to cross cultures and take the 

Gospel to people groups where Christ has not yet been named. 

 


