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Unreached peoples and places are those among 

whom Christ is largely unknown and the church 

is relatively insufficient to make Christ known in 

its broader population without outside help.
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If missionaries should be focused on making disciples and multi-
plying churches among the unreached, which is what we saw in the 
previous chapter, then we need to be able to define what it means to 
be unreached. This is not merely a technical matter, for our definition 
of unreached will affect where churches send missionaries, as well 
as how churches spend their time, money, and resources. In addition, 
every church member should want to understand the term unreached 
so that he or she can participate in the spread of the gospel to the 
most needy people and places around the world.
 One challenge in defining the term unreached is that the actual 
word is not in the Bible. However, that doesn’t mean it’s not a biblical 
concept. In order to think biblically about how we use the term un-
reached, we need to return to the same passage that helped us define 
missionary in the last chapter. Here is Paul’s summary of his ministry 
at the end of his third missionary journey:

For I will not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has 
accomplished through me to bring the Gentiles to obedience—by word 
and deed, by the power of signs and wonders, by the power of the Spirit 
of God—so that from Jerusalem and all the way around to Illyricum 
I have fulfilled the ministry of the gospel of Christ; and thus I make it 
my ambition to preach the gospel, not where Christ has already been 
named, lest I build on someone else’s foundation, but as it is written,
         “Those who have never been told of him will see,
                   and those who have never heard will understand.”  
                   (Romans 15:18–21)

Identifying the Unreached
Paul is making a distinction between people and places where Christ 
has been named and people and places where Christ has not been 
named. Based on this distinction, here’s a proposed definition of the 
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term unreached:

Unreached peoples and places are those among whom Christ 
is largely unknown and the church is relatively insufficient to 
make Christ known in its broader population without outside 
help.

 Based on that definition, there are two main factors used to iden-
tify people as unreached. 

1. Unreached peoples don’t know the name of Christ. 
Some who are considered unreached have never even heard of Jesus. 
Others may have heard the name mentioned, but they don’t know who 
Jesus is or what He did. They are like many Americans today when 
it comes to someone like Confucius. They may be able to tell you that 
Confucius taught on philosophy or the meaning of life, or something 
along those lines, but that’s the extent of it. 

2. Unreached peoples don’t have a church presence around them. 
To be unreached means that you don’t have contact with a communi-
ty of followers of Christ. This separation may be due to geography—
you are physically separated from Christians—or there may simply 
be no church among your people group (or both things may be true). 
Regardless, a people group is considered unreached if there is not a 
church with sufficient resources to make the name and truth of Christ 
known among that people group or in that place. Unless someone 
from the outside comes in and works among that unreached people 
group or unreached place, then these people will likely be unreached 
until they die.
 These two factors used to identify the unreached should make 
it clear why the label unreached is different from the labels unsaved 
and lost. Some people wonder why an emphasis should be put on the 
unreached when there are lost people all around us. However, the lost 
people around you have access to you, as well as to other Christians 
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and churches. The unreached, on the other hand, have no way of hear-
ing the gospel. So yes, we should always try to reach the lost people 
around us, but in terms of cross-cultural missions, our top priority 
should be those who currently have no access to the gospel. Consider 
the massive spiritual needs in the world right now: 

Clarifying 
Terms and 
Concepts
In addition to the 
two factors used to 
identify the un-
reached, there are 
some words and 
concepts in the 
definition above that 
need to be clarified.

Peoples
When we talk about peoples in the definition above, we are talking 
about people groups. These are ethno-linguistic groups of people who 

share common language and cultural char-
acteristics, a common ethnicity. Although 
Scripture also uses the term “nations,” most 
people think of nations as the approximately 
200 recognized nations in the world today.
          As we saw in a previous chapter, when Je-
sus gave His initial command to “make disci-
ples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19), the word 
used (ethne) refers to ethnic groups. Jesus was 
commanding His followers to make disciples 
among all ethnic groups, not merely among the 
Israelites. Jesus was, and is, Lord over all the 
peoples of the world (Romans 10:12).

7,067 
UNREACHED PEOPLE GROUPS

4.4 BILLION
UNREACHED PEOPLE

11,758
PEOPLE GROUPS

7.5 BILLION
PEOPLE IN THE WORLD

. . . the lost people 
around you have 
access to you, as 
well as to other 
Christians and 
churches. The 

unreached, on the 
other hand, have no 

way of hearing 
the gospel.
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 All history is headed toward the day when every nation, tribe, 
tongue, and people—all the ethne of the world—will have been 
reached with the gospel. These people groups will gather around the 
throne and give glory to God and to the Lamb: 

After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could 
number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, 
standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white 
robes, with palm branches in their hands, and crying out with a loud 
voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the 
Lamb!” (Revelation 7:9–10, emphasis added)

 Based on passages like this, terms like peoples, people groups, 
ethnolinguistic groups, and even nations, can be used interchange-
ably. To clarify, we are not ignoring individuals, but for the purpose 
of the church’s mission, we are thinking of how best to reach people 
groups (comprised of individuals) who have little or no access to the 
gospel.

Places
Another concern about our current definition of unreached is that 
it unnecessarily limits the “unreached” label to a particular peo-
ple group. However, we must not ignore the reality that when the 
New Testament records the spread of the gospel through the early 
church, biblical authors strongly focus on places, not only peoples. 
For example, in Luke’s account of Paul’s missionary journeys in the 
book of Acts, he primarily records the spread of the gospel from city 
to city and region to region, not from people group to people group. In 
fact, the entire book of Acts records the geographic expansion of the 
church from Jerusalem, throughout Judea and Samaria, and to the 
ends of the earth. Likewise, in his letters, Paul expressed his desire to 
proclaim Christ “from Jerusalem and all the way around to Illyricum” 
(Romans 15:19), and he spoke of his desire to come to Rome on his 
way to Spain (Romans 15:24). 
 Biblical accounts do not neglect the mention (and even impor-
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tance) of ethnic and cultural distinctions among Christian converts. 
However, the earliest missionaries seemed focused on spreading the 
gospel not only to unreached peoples, but also (and often even more 
so) to unreached places. It is both biblical and helpful, then, to rec-
ognize the unreached in terms of both peoples and places, for both 
realities bear uniquely upon missions strategies. 

Labels
You may be wondering how we decide if there are genuine follow-
ers of Christ among a people group. After all, there are many people 
groups in the world that are labeled as Christian, but they don’t 
believe the Bible or the gospel. These “Christians” are actually un-
reached. We should therefore understand people to be Christian only 
when they believe the gospel and the Bible. (Such people are some-
times referred to as “evangelicals.”) Simply identifying as a Christian 
doesn’t make you a Christian.

Numbers
It’s common for unreached peoples to be defined as ethnolinguistic 
groups in which the number of evangelical Christians is less than 
2%. Though this definition is helpful in some ways, it is problematic 
in others. For example, it arbitrarily identifies a 2% threshold as the 
determinant between reached and unreached. But it’s not clear that 
this is a sufficient number of Christians needed for the spread of the 
gospel in all contexts. Missionaries, missiologists, and sociologists 
continue to debate this issue.
 Another problem with the 2% threshold is that it does not take 
into consideration the gospel’s recent progress, or lack thereof, in 
a particular people group. For example, if People Group A is 1.9% 
evangelical and People Group B is 2.1% evangelical, then you might 
assume that the church in People Group B is in a slightly stronger 
position. However, your evaluation might change if you found out that 
the number of evangelicals in People Group B had decreased almost 
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3% over the last five years while the number of evangelicals in People 
Group A had increased from 0% to 1.9% during that same time period. 
The message of the gospel seems to be taking root and spreading in 
People Group A, while it is being abandoned by many in People Group 
B. Clearly, then, a 2% threshold (or any other percentage) does not 
give us the full picture.
 In addition to gospel access, our missions strategies should take 
into consideration the state of the church in a particular people or 
place. Some relevant questions might include:

• How many churches are there?
• What is the health of these churches?
• Do these churches reflect the biblical characteristics of a 

healthy church?
• Is the church growing or declining?

 Based upon these and other relevant factors, we then decide 
which missionary teams to deploy, where to deploy them, and what 
they should do when they arrive. Because every context is unique, 
we want to be sensitive to what God may already be doing among the 
unreached, as well as what the most urgent ministry needs are.  

Maintaining a Multi-Ethnic Vision
Although we have been talking about reaching particular places and 
people groups, the goal is not to plant homogeneous churches com-
prised of single people groups. Such strategies miss the New Testa-
ment pattern. Even though Paul had a clear commission to go to the 
Gentiles (Galatians 1:16), he still proclaimed the gospel to the Jews (1 
Corinthians 9:20), which often resulted in much opposition. It would 
have been easier to keep Jews and Gentiles separate, but that would 
have undercut the powerful testimony of a multi-ethnic church. The 
gospel has a unique power to bring Jews and Gentiles together (Ephe-
sians 2:11–22). 
 Since the gospel beckons (and even requires) Christians to bridge 
ethnic barriers in the church, we should not plant churches that are 
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intended to be exclusively and perpetually comprised of one people 
group. In some contexts, a church made up of one people group may 
be unavoidable. However, in places where multiple people groups ex-
ist, we should plant churches that intentionally bridge ethnic barriers 
by evangelizing distinct people groups and incorporating them into 
the church.
 One challenge in multi-ethnic church planting, and in missions 
work in general, is the language barrier. The ability to communicate is 
critical to carrying out the core functions of the church. As Paul told 
the Corinthians,

. . . if with your tongue you utter speech that is not intelligible, how 
will anyone know what is said? For you will be speaking into the air. 
There are doubtless many different languages in the world, and none 
is without meaning, but if I do not know the meaning of the language, I 
will be a foreigner to the speaker and the speaker a foreigner to me. (1 
Corinthians 12:9–11)

 Many missionaries must go deep into learning another language 
in order to evangelize, disciple, plant churches, and train leaders in 
that language. Add to this the challenge of communicating this new 
language to multiple people groups within a church, and you can see 
why disciple making among the unreached demands much patience 
and wisdom. In some contexts, it may be wise to include other 
reached people groups in our efforts, as they may be able to more 
effectively minister to nearby unreached people groups. This is yet 
another reason for cooperation between churches.
 In the end, regardless of where we serve, we are to proclaim the 
gospel with an intentional focus on reaching different peoples and, 
to the extent to which it is linguistically possible, gathering them 
together into churches. In this way, we are playing our part in seeing 
disciples made and churches multiplied in every place and among 
every people group in the world.
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Why should churches focus on the unreached if there are so 
many lost people in our own communities? What’s the difference 

between being lost and unreached?

Is a people group the same thing as our concept of a nation or 
country? Explain your answer.

The term unreached is often defined as an ethnolinguistic group 
in which the number of evangelical Christians is less than two 
percent. What other factors mentioned in this chapter must be 

considered as we think about a missions strategy?

Why is it helpful for our missions strategies to consider the lost 
in terms of people groups, i.e., their ethnolinguistic distinctions?

What are some ways you can be involved in reaching the 
unreached?
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