DISCERNING THE WORK GOD HAS GIVEN TO THE BELIEVER, PART 1
J.O. Fraser was a missionary to China one hundred years ago. He preached the gospel to the Lisu tribe's people of the mountains of southwest China that border on Burma. After many years of ministry and prayer, he experienced a people movement where entire villages responded to the claims of Christ. In his biography, Behind The Ranges, J.O. Fraser writes a letter to his prayer partners describing the process of (1) discerning the work God had given him and the people God was placing in his hands, and (2) how to accomplish that work through prayer. Fraser used the analogy of an immigrant farmer settling the Canadian prairie to illustrate this process. The following is part one of a four part an explanation and application of the truths God taught him concerning prayer:

The breadth of the territory 

The prairies of Canada were vast and unlimited in scope for the farmer. There were millions of acres waiting to be cultivated. There was more than enough land for the immigrant farmer to possess and work. There was no need to step on one another's toes or fight over territories. There was room for all with vast tracts of good, unoccupied land just going to waste. In the same way, the spiritual fields before the Body of Christ are endless. The multitudes of the lost are so vast that the work of evangelism, church planting, and leadership development seems overwhelming. "When Joshua was old and well advanced in years, the LORD said to him, 'You are very old, and there are still very large areas of land to be taken over.'" Joshua 13:1

The government encouraged settlement of the land 

The Canadian government earnestly desired to develop the land. All the unoccupied land belonged to it, but settlers were needed so badly that the immigration office offered every incentive possible. Discounts on boat fairs, free train rides and even free land were offered to immigrant farmers who would come and settle this vast land. In the same way, the Lord Jesus urges His followers to pray for laborers for the harvest. Jesus is building His church. He gives gifts to men. He sends them to accomplish the work He has called them to. Jesus gives us incentives as well. "Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete" John 16:24 All the unoccupied territories of faith belong to Jesus. He commissions us to go and make disciples of the nations. "How long will you wait before you begin to take possession of the land that the Lord, the God of your fathers, has given you?" Josh. 18:3

Fixed limits were established 

However, the vastness of the land was not to be overemphasized. The Canadian government limited the amount of land they gave to the immigrant farmer to 160 acres because that was all the land a farmer could work with the technology of the day. They could have given 160 square miles, but much of the land would lay uncultivated and that defeated their purpose to settle and work it. So they wisely limited the farmer to an amount of land equal to his resources. In the same way, the Lord Jesus does not entrust to us more people to evangelize, instruct and care for than our resources and faith can handle. He does not want His sheep to be neglected. When we listen for the work Jesus is giving to us, we need to recognize how much faith we have to assume responsibility for those He wishes to entrust to us. There are fixed limits within God's economy. We are often exhorted to ask for great things, but sometimes we may go too far in this direction. It is possible to bite off more than we can chew in ministry and prayer. "For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober judgment, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given you." Rom 12:3
