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In our last issue we began to consider the third matter of biblical
praying for missionaries: the necessity of making the message clear.
Open doors and boldness are of little use if we do not speak so that
our hearers understand. In Colossians 4:3-4, Paul asked prayer that
he would be enabled to “make manifest” the mystery of Christ. One
would think that Paul, master theologian, soulwinner, and preacher,
would know how to do that, but he assumed nothing and always relied
upon God’s help. Notice that in this text Paul was not simply asking
for courage to preach, he was asking for supernatural help to be able
to plainly and in an understandable way explain the Gospel message.
As one commentator accurately puts it, Paul’s request is, “Pray that I
may know exactly what approach to use when questioned by groups
or individuals of various backgrounds: visitors who come to see me
in prison, soldiers who guard me, and the Roman authorities before
whom I may be summoned.”1
Paul’s realization of the need for different approaches with hearers
of various backgrounds and capabilities is also seen in the parallel, but
differently-worded text in Ephesians 6:19. In Ephesians Paul makes
this request: “And [praying] for me, that utterance may be given unto
me, that I may open my mouth boldly, to make known the mystery of
the gospel.” Note the word “utterance,” for it is simply the Greek word
“logos,” which means “word.” What Paul is asking then is not the same
request we have discussed in an earlier article—he is not asking for
boldness to open his mouth. He is rather asking for the right words
to use when he does open his mouth to witness. Picture a missionary
witnessing to a secular, atheistic European college student. What words
should be used for this opportunity? Then picture a missionary speaking
to a Chinese farmer who has been taught Communist theory but who
has a more deep-seated mindset of Confucianism and Buddhism. It
is easy to understand that the appropriate words will not be the same
and must be chosen for each situation. A good example of the need
for keeping in mind the hearers’ biblical background and worldview is
Paul’s preaching in Acts 17. Paul preached quite differently to the Jews
in Thessalonica (he preached from the Old Testament and talked about
Jesus as the promised Messiah) than he did to the educated idolaters of
Mars Hill (he preached basic creation truth to these proud but utterly
idolatrous intellectuals). The truth of the Gospel is the same, but where
one starts on the continuum of truth may vary depending on the
understanding of the hearers.
Therefore, when you pray for a missionary, request that he will have
the right words for the situation before him. Pray also that he will have
the skill in the language to convey the truth on his heart and meet the
needs of each individual.
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