
Before we get into our subject—the overall
story of God’s redemptive work on earth—I’d
like to make two comments on the wording.
First, the concept of an unfinished task.

The very phrase unfinished is probably an
inadequate phrase. It isn’t as though redemp-
tion in the biblical narrative or in subsequent
history is just a job to be done, like naming the
animals or naming the plants, and that the job
is not finished. It is not merely an unfinished
task. The only reason to use that phrase is be-
cause it is so traditional it seems to communi-
cate better than others.

Yes, the task we are talking about is much
more urgently to be performed than the word
unfinished would imply. Compare, for exam-
ple, the two words creation and redemption.
Creation is an activity on God’s part which is
taking place over a long period of time and
does not inherently involve any special hurry.
Nothing is necessarily going wrong in a crea-
tivity process. It is like an artist in a studio
working on a painting. If he has no no deadline
and nothing goes wrong it does not matter
very much if it takes him an extra hour or an
extra day to create his painting. That is why I
don’t really like the term unfinished. The task
is not a job that is simply unfinished. It is a task
that is inherently a crisis. It is an emergency
kind of a task. It corresponds not to creation,
but to redemption. The word redemption by its
very nature implies a crisis. When an ox falls in
a ditch you don’t say, ”Well, one of these days
in the next few months, we’re going to have to
pull the ox out of the ditch—it’s one of our un-
finished tasks.” When a car goes off a cliff, or
when someone is at the point of drowning in a
swimming pool, you don’t say, “Well, now,
one of these days we’ll have to see to this situa-
tion.” No! You can’t do that, because it’s an
emergency! The emergency itself contradicts
the usual priorities. It cuts across the routines

and conventionalities of ordinary societies.
Thus, I think it would be a grave mistake to ac-
cept the phrase the unfinished task without
noting the absence of an emergency element
built into it.

Secondly, as we look at it, the phrase in-
volves a non-optional dimension. It isn’t possi-
ble for us to say, “This isn’t for me;” or “This is
for someone else;” or as I—and no doubt
you—have heard it said, “The need is not the
call.” But I would ask, if the need is not the
call, then what under the sun is the basis of the
call?—what we mean by a call is not a mere in-
vitation. The fact is, we are not the arbiters of
whether or not there is an emergency. God is
the one who has judged man a fallen creature,
and His analysis of the problem is not up to us
but to Him. Therefore, our human evaluation
of our response is not the source of our deci-
sion making; God is! He is the One who in con-
trast to His creative endeavors is pointing out
to us a redemptive task which devolves upon
us no matter what we might wish. Obviously
this way of thinking calls for an adjustment in
the way we usually look at things. 

The necessary adjustment that a young
couple have to make when they get married is
similar. Beforehand, they are free to follow
their own desires and instincts, but now their
individual freedom is to be majorly and perma-
nently abridged by another person. Decision
making is no longer the option of either one
alone; they are now bound by an unavoidable
new dimension of responsibility. This is espe-
cially clear as the first child is born. It is not
possible in the middle of the night when the
baby starts crying to say in desperation , “Well,
now, one of these days we’re going to have to
do something about that.” Rather, it is a ques-
tion of who’s going to get up, you or me? And,
of course, that gets into culture distinctions of
role which are too profound to be discussed
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here. But that’s the nature of the task. A young
married couple with a tiny baby goes through
a bruising process of readjustment to the exter-
nal demands of real life. It’s a real trauma to
some people and some really can’t take it. In
fact, this is the reason that 300, 000 babies are
severely beaten every year in this country—six
times the death rate that we see on the high-
ways—and often by the mother. That happens
because the new situation with an infant is a
process requiring a major adjustment.

Thus, parallel to the nature of the task be-
ing not creative but redemptive; it is also an
obligation, not an option. There is no possibili-
ty of a church saying, “Well, that’s for the other
churches to be concerned with.” And there is
no possibility of any individual Christian say-
ing, “That’s for someone else to worry about.”
No matter what you call it: foreign mission
work, overseas mission work (if you live on an
island), the only possibility of a person turning
down this kind of a call is if he has some other
call which is equally decisive and equally ur-
gent and equally of God. In other words, you
have to be called to stay home. In my mind
there is no possibility of any other way of look-
ing at the so-called problem of guidance.

We recognize in the Bible a similar kind of
situation. The elder brother didn’t understand
why the return of his younger brother—the
“prodigal son”—introduced an emergency ele-
ment into the situation. The elder brother
didn’t sense the gravity and his own responsi-
bility for that which was lost. Prior to the story
in Luke 15 Jesus was essentially asked “Why
do we have to be bothered by this redemptive
task? Why can’t we just go on living creative-
ly?” Is this attitude familiar?

In the average Christian bookstore today
you actually find great support for that atti-
tude. In fact, it seems as if the only verse in the
Bible that some Christians today think about is,
“I have come to give you life affluently and
even more affluently.” Many, many books in
the bookstores appeal to people’s hunger to de-
velop a more sparkling personality, or more
this or more that—"Be all that you’re meant to
be!” or whatever. That theme is very creative
when cast theologically. To be what God creat-
ed you to be is perfectly legitimate. I’m not
casting any aspersions on the legitimacy of our
getting a good meal, of being physically
healthy, being disciplined, being beautiful peo-
ple. Ann Ortland in her book, The Disciplines
of a Beautiful Woman, says that God wants

women to be beautiful. I believe that is legiti-
mate. But, notice, you can’t walk into a Chris-
tian bookstore today and find a book with a ti-
tle like “How to Bleed, Suffer and Die for Jesus
Christ.” The book wouldn’t sell. Nobody is
prepared for an emergency once peace has
been around for a period of time.

And though I hate to say this, one value of
war in the history of our nation is that it disa-
buses the populace of the assumption that the
mood of “peace where there is no peace” is not
to be questioned. When there are no major
problems, it is easy to assume that God wants
us to enjoy richly and abundantly all the good
food and cable television and all the luxuries
that American life today affords us. We have
this zany process at work whereby if we can
save ourselves enough physical labor, we can
actually allow our veins to plug up faster!

In fact, the most extensive menace to hu-
man life in the United States is physical inactiv-
ity, and we have gained this achievement, this
menace, by hard work and by keen “Christian
insight.” As the result of our “dedicated and
disciplined” endeavors to put ourselves out of
work physically, we are actually caught up in a
whole set of diseases that have never been
known before.

In very few countries in the world is alco-
holism a problem, although it almost always is
in relatively wealthy societies. In very few
countries in the world are the luxuries of di-
vorce a problem; in only a few is it possible, for
economic reasons, to get divorced .

You have to be a wealthy country to devel-
op all of the degenerative diseases that plague
the American people. It is another, different list
of diseases that plagues the people in the so-
called non-Western world. A recent article by a
medical doctor simply gave two lists of diseas-
es, and not being a medical expert, I can’t re-
member these in detail even though I copied
them down at the time. He said something like
this: that you’ve got tuberculosis, dissentery,
malaria, and many other diseases that are epi-
demic in the less affluent world . But in the
wealthy countries you have a different list of
diseases that are just as damaging to the civil
body politic as those in the first list. It seems
that the great achievement of our affluence is
simply that we have exchanged one list of dis-
eases for another. 

But, of course, the Bible isn’t talking about
a peaceful, unruffled situation. When there is a
sheep that is lost, the pastor goes after the one
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lost sheep leaving the ninety nine behind.
That’s his normal, conventional, routine, his
obvious stated responsibility. The pastor
doesn’t send a hireling or somebody else to
search for the lost sheep; he is the one who
leaves. In Antioch in the book of Acts, the two
most respected and mature pastoral leaders
were the ones sent off or released by the
church for a missionary role. There is no bibli-
cal example for what we do in America today
when we recruit our young people as mission-
aries. 

I was in a conference recently in the Philip-
pines composed of Chinese Christian leaders
including a number of wonderful evangelical
pastors. I remember trying to make this same
point, namely that God could ask pastors to
leave their flocks behind and go and try to win
the lost cultures into his kingdom. They really
didn’t need to worry about the flock they were
leaving behind: you can’t imagine how fast po-
tential pastors mature in the absence of the pas-
tor who was there. Churches have enormous
leadership resources which will never be used
if the pastors are not constantly being sent off
to the mission field. But that is not the way we
do it even though it is, I think, a Biblical pat-
tern. 

In the New Testament, curiously, it is peo-
ple that are not normally considered important
who are the object of God’s primary favor and
attention. During the last few months I’ve been
reading through the entire Bible in the Living
translation. I got up to the New Testament and
into the gospels and half way through the book
of Mark before something began to dawn on
me—something I’d known before but hadn’t
really felt. You know, there’s a difference be-
tween knowing and feeling. Well, I began to re-
alize that in the book of Mark the sensitivities
of Jesus were almost always startling, surpris-
ing to everyone, even to the disciples. They
seemingly couldn’t anticipate what that Jesus
would be interested in. (Are we like that?) He
was not interested in seeking out the affluent,
the up and outs, the righteous, the beautiful
people. If He came to Pasadena, apparently He
wouldn’t be seeking out the chief evangelical
leaders and pastors and sitting down with
them and having a wonderful time sharing in
the Word together. He would be looking for
the sick and the despised people. 

Do you remember when He returned to Ca-
pernaum and got off the ship He was met by a
leader of the synagogue? The function of the

leader of the synagogue in that context is very
nearly that of a mayor.

Anyhow, Jesus steps on shore, and here
comes this synagogue leader in terrible tor-
ment of soul because his little daughter is on
the verge of death. “Can you help?” he pleads.
So Jesus heads in the direction of his home. In-
stantly His disciples exchange knowing looks
because if Jesus can heal this little girl, the
daughter of such an eminent man, He will real-
ly “have it made.” And a tremendous crowd
follows along to see what will happen.

Then, suddenly, something slows down the
procession, and He stops and looks around
and asks, “Who touched me?”

Even the disciples are shocked by His ques-
tion. “What do you mean, ” they ask uneasily.
“In a crowd like this, who hasn’t touched
you?”And they are a bit irritated when they
spot right close to Him a woman that everyone
in town knows is ritually unclean because she
has been hemorrhaging for years. And they all
shudder, wondering if perhaps by accident
they might have bumped into her and become
ritually unclean themselves. 

It is very distressing for the synagogue
leader to wait while this is going on. His
daughter is dying! The disciples also are rest-
less. They are thinking “Doesn’t He realize that
He may be blowing the best chance He will
ever have to be accepted by those who really
count?” You can almost imagine them leaning
close and hissing through their teeth: “the
daughter, Jesus, the daughter…” They may
have thought “There he goes again. Off on a
tangent again. How are we ever going make
him a success?”

Jesus ignores all this, even when messen-
gers from the ruler’s house come running with
the news that the daughter has died. He glanc-
es at the agonized face of her father, then
reaches out and touches the defiled woman
who has fallen at his feet in tears. . “My daugh-
ter, “He says. “Go in peace; your faith has
made you whole.”

Well, that behind Him, He finally turns to
the father, goes with him amidst the jeers of the
bystanders, and—now that it is too late—
enters the house with only the parents and Pe-
ter, James and John. And He doesn’t just heal
the man’s daughter. He raises her from the
dead—a much more impressive feat.

 What is moving to me about this episode is
the fact that Jesus would call this unclean
woman His daughter. The big point here is—
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often true with Him—there is a clear and sur-
prising difference between His sensitivities and
those of His disciples, and between His and
those of all the people in the town, between
His and ours.

Further on in Mark, a blind man beside the
road starts shouting, “Jesus, Son of David,
have mercy on me!” All the people following
along behind Him say, “Shut up!” (That’s what
the Living Bible says, “Shut up!”) The implica-
tion is, “Jesus doesn’t have time for you.” But
He does!

Or, little children come, and the disciples
blurt out “Git away, git away—this is JESUS.”
But conversely Jesus says, “I want to talk to
those little children.” All too often there is a
great discrepancy between our understanding
of what God is concerned about and the very
reality of Christ in our midst. The startling, sur-
prising nature of His concern really has to be
taken into account. We must not be complacent
in our understanding of what the emergency—
what the redemptive task God has given us—
really is. 

The most horrifying thing of all is the fact
that after being with Jesus day after day for so
very long, the disciples still do not catch on.
When Jesus explains to them again and again
what’s up, their own agenda is written with
such large letters that they cannot understand
how His agenda could be different from theirs.

For example, on three occasions He ex-
plains to them that He is going to be assassinat-
ed. And for one reason or another in each of
those three situations they miss that point be-
cause they obviously have something else on
their minds. They’re convinced that with His
wonder working power He’s going to run the
show pretty soon. In the third instance, He
spells it out in much more gory detail than on
either of the two earlier occasions, detailing to
them that He is going to be tortured, betrayed
and killed, then rise again on the third day.
(Unlike us they knew what torture means.) But
instead of reacting in horror and really hearing
what He is saying, they, James and John in par-
ticular, are so eager to pop the question about
the kind of authority they seek to wield in His
new kingdom that they aren’t even listening.
“Are you through with your paragraph, Je-
sus?” they say, in effect. “Listen, it isn’t a big
thing, but would you sign this little sheet we
have prepared? All this is merely to put one of
us on the left hand and the other on the right.
You can do that, certainly?”

What a divergence between their concerns
and His. A few days later they pooh-poohed
even the idea that he would be killed. In fact,
the first time that Jesus brings up that He is go-
ing to be killed, Peter censors Him, “Hey, you
shouldn’t talk like that. You’re going to run
down the morale of the team.” They’re critical;
it doesn’t even dawn on them that what He’s
saying is true. And then in the upper room
when He tells them that one of them is going to
betray Him and that the rest will desert Him,
they scoff. They all vow that this just isn’t go-
ing to happen. Yet it does happen in just a few
hours. In the Garden of Gethsemane He asked
them three different times to pray with Him.
And they failed each time. In addition, Peter,
who vowed to protect Him no matter what it
took, just a little later in the high priest’s court-
yard turned around and denied him with curs-
es saying that he never even knew Him. 

The disciples simply did not understand ei-
ther the scope, the grimness and the reality of
the redemptive task or their unpreparedness
for it. This ignorance continues to be true even
after the cross and the resurrection.

Once again they are together, and sure
enough (in Acts 1:6) they say, “Now, Jesus,
these have been great events that have hap-
pened. We’re checking our schedules. Just how
soon is the big day going to come. You know,
we’re just curious—nothing special—but how
soon are you going to set up Your kingdom?”
(They said nothing at all about power or posi-
tions. They had apparently learned that such
concerns upset Him.)

His answer, as always, was unexpected. He
said, “Listen, that is none of your business.
You’re in sales. I’m in management.” (That
quote’s not original with me.) But it’s even
worse than that. He’s not even in management.
He says: “We have nothing to do with these
things. For you and me there is another agen-
da.” It’s as if he said, “Okay, okay, if is power
you want (and instantly they said to them-
selves—“didn’t we try to steer clear of that
word?”) you will finally get the power you
want—once you get going to the ends of the
earth.”And once again He reminds them of a
vast unfinished urgent, redemptive task in-
volving the ends of the earth. Apparently it
takes something far more than all their daily
experience with Christ for them to apprehend
the truth, the reality and the urgency of that re-
demptive task. 

Now, this is why I feel it is necessary in our
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churches and in our preaching and speaking
around as we deal with Christians to assume
that the challenge of the Great Commission in-
volves a second decision beyond that of accept-
ing Christ. We can say to people, “You have ac-
cepted Christ. Have you accepted His
commission?” And in most cases they would
say, “What do you mean?” They might answer,
“No”or “Yes, ” but more likely they wouldn’t
even know what you are talking about. When
James and John asked for the positions on His
right and left in His kingdom, He answered,
“You’re asking for something which is not
mine to give. But one thing I will assure you of
… that you’re going to have to drink the same
cup that I am going to have to drink. Are you
ready for that?” And their childish answer
was, “Sure.” They didn’t even hesitate. They
just wanted to get back to that signature they
thought they needed. So, here it is again. James
and John couldn’t quite accept that the torture

and pain could ever apply to them, or to Him,
for that matter. 

I think this problem of perspective is true of
most Christians today. Logically and theologi-
cally when a person accepts Christ as his Sav-
ior, he is accepting a person who is much more
than Savior but is Lord of the Great Commis-
sion as well. That’s logical and it’s theological;
but it is not psychological. The average Chris-
tian today is no more consciously committed to
the Great Commission than were the disciples
up through Acts 1.

So, for the most part, the challenge of the
unfinished task of world evangelization is not
in the heart of the average believer today any
more than it was for the disciples before Pente-
cost. I don’t care whether you’re speaking of
Christians in the United States or in Nigeria or
Singapore or Hong Kong. This looming fact is
why the task is still both urgent and unfin-
ished.



  


