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To
LYMAN and MARGARET

who dared to follow
the Master Plan
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The Master Plan of Evangelism presents a thorough 
examination of the Gospel accounts, revealing the objec-
tive of Christ’s ministry and his strategy for carrying it out. 
Robert E. Coleman focuses on the underlying principles that 
consistently determined what Jesus’ action would be in any 
given situation. By emulating his pattern, you’ll be prepared 
to minister to the specific needs of those God brings into 
your life. With the help of The Master Plan of Evangelism, 
you can be sure that your course of action fits into God’s 
overall plan for the Great Commission. Every Christian who 
seeks to follow and witness for Jesus Christ should read this 
significant and relevant book.

Words of Commendation
“The greatest insights are almost always simple. The Master 
Plan of Evangelism contains such insights. In it Robert Coleman 
has set forth an understanding of Jesus’ approach to reaching 
out to precious people and invites us to do the same.”

Richard J. Foster, author of Celebration of Discipline

“I came across The Master Plan of Evangelism many years ago 
while serving as a missionary-evangelist in Latin America. 
When the Spanish-language version was published, I was 
honored to write the foreword to it for the sake of the tens 
of millions of Hispanic Christians in nearly twenty-five na-
tions. I join with the thousands of Christian leaders who 
have recommended The Master Plan of Evangelism, used it, 
and seen the fruit of this New Testament master plan from 
the Master himself.”

Luis Palau, president, Luis Palau Evangelistic 
Association, author, High Definition Life

Selected by Chritianity Today as one of the top 50 books that 
have shaped evangelicalism.
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Foreword

Few books have had as great an impact on the cause of world 
evangelization in our generation as Robert Coleman’s The 
Master Plan of Evangelism. For many years this classic study 
has challenged and instructed untold numbers of individuals 
in reaching our world for Christ. I am delighted it continues 
to be reprinted.

The secret of this book’s impact is not hard to discover. 
Instead of drawing on the latest popular fad or newest selling 
technique, Dr. Coleman has gone back to the Bible and has 
asked one critical question: What was Christ’s strategy of 
evangelism? In so doing, he has pointed us to the unchang-
ing, simple (and yet profound) biblical principles which must 
undergird any authentic evangelistic outreach.

For that reason there is a timeless quality to this book, 
and just as it has spoken to men and women for decades, so 
it now deserves to be discovered afresh by a new generation 
of Christians who have glimpsed the heartbeat of their Lord 
for evangelism.

May God continue to use this book to call each of us to 
God’s priority for his people—the priority to reach out in love 
to a confused and dying world with the good news of God’s 
forgiveness and peace and hope through Jesus Christ.

Billy Graham

_Coleman_MstrPlnEvnglsm_LS_mw.indd   9 10/26/09   12:17:24 PM

Robert E. Coleman, The Master Plan of Evangelism, Second Edition, Abridged
Revell Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 1963, 1964, 1993. Used by permission.



11

introduction

“Philosophers,” wrote Karl Marx, “have only interpreted the 
world differently; the point is, however, to change it.”

However unlike they are in fundamental affirmations, the 
Christian gospel and communism are at this point in agree-
ment. But the agreement goes little further. Distinctively, the 
church proclaims the changed world as the consequence of 
changed men. Reflective man produces new philosophies; 
it is only regenerate man who holds the clue to a society that 
is really new.

It is the conviction, grounded in the good news that “God 
was in Christ, reconciling the world unto Himself,” that makes 
evangelism immensely more than a theory or a slogan. It 
brings it into focus as a necessity.

At this point, however, the question rises: How do we 
go forward with an evangelism—a widening of the circle 
of faith so that it includes more and more people who have 
transformingly trusted Christ as Savior—that is continuous, 
contagious, and compelling?

Robert E. Coleman has presented a set of principles and 
sketched a scheme that, if studied carefully, will go far to-
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ward rescuing the concept of evangelism from the realm of 
the “special” and the “occasional,” and anchoring it where 
it belongs in the essential, ongoing life and witness of the 
congregation.

There is nothing in the following pages that belittles what 
the Spirit of God has done, and continues to do, through the 
colossal, concerted, temporary undertakings of such evan-
gelistic specialists as Moody, Sunday, or Graham. On the 
other hand, there is much that beckons us to the disciple 
winning that works through small groups and builds toward 
congregational witness—all of it calculated to demonstrate 
the connection between the gospel to which we bear testi-
mony and the life which that gospel enables us to live.

The author’s work, concentrating as it does on the pat-
tern we see in our Lord and his disciples, is saturated with 
Scripture. His style is unembellished. It is plain. It is direct. It 
unfailingly echoes the transparent sincerity of the mind that 
has thought long on the theme with which it is at grips.

Only this morning I heard a radio speaker make the ob-
servation that, in most matters, we move in either of two 
directions: from words to things, or from things to words. That 
is to say, if we do not make the journey from theories and 
ideals to concrete situations, then the concrete situations 
will be lost under a smog of words.

From the latter peril I believe this earnest volume can help 
deliver us. It is therefore a pleasure to commend it.

Paul S. Rees
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Preface
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

The Master and His Plan

I am the way.
John 14:6

The Problem in Evangelistic Methods

Objective and relevance—these are the crucial issues of 
our work. Both are interrelated, and the measure by which 
they are made compatible will largely determine the sig-
nificance of all our activity. Merely because we are busy, or 
even skilled, at doing something does not necessarily mean 
that we are getting anything accomplished. The question 
must always be asked: Is it worth doing? And does it get 
the job done?

This is a question that should be posed continually in 
relation to the evangelistic activity of the church. Are our 
efforts to keep things going fulfilling the great commission of 
Christ? Do we see an ever-expanding company of dedicated 
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people reaching the world with the gospel as a result of our 
ministry? That we are busy in the church trying to work one 
program of evangelism after another cannot be denied. But 
are we accomplishing our objective?

Form Follows Function

Concern at this point immediately focuses the need for 
a well-thought-through strategy of movement day by day in 
terms of the long-range goal. We must know how a course 
of action fits into the overall plan God has for our lives if it 
is to thrill our souls with a sense of destiny. This is true of 
any particular procedure or technique employed to propa-
gate the gospel. Just as a building is constructed according 
to the plan for its use, so everything we do must have a 
purpose. Otherwise our activity can be lost in aimlessness 
and confusion.

A Study in Principles

That is why this study has been attempted. It is an effort 
to see controlling principles governing the movements 
of the Master in the hope that our own labors might be 
conformed to a similar pattern. As such, the book does 
not seek to interpret specific methods of Jesus in personal 
or mass evangelism.1 Rather this is a study in principles 
underlying his ministry—principles that determined his 
methods. One might call it a study in his strategy of evange-
lism around which his life was oriented while he walked on 
the earth.
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More Research Needed

There has been surprisingly little published along this 
line, though, of course, most books dealing with evangelistic 
methods will have something to say about it in passing. The 
same could be said for studies in Jesus’ teaching methods,2 
as well as the general histories treating the life and work of 
Christ.3

Probably the most careful study to date in the Master’s 
larger plan of evangelism has been done in reference to the 
training of the disciples, of which A. B. Bruce’s The Training 
of the Twelve is the best.4 First published in 1871 and revised 
in 1899, this narrative of the disciples’ growth in the pres-
ence of the Master is still unsurpassed for wealth of insights 
into this subject. Another volume, Pastor Pastorum by Henry 
Latham, written in 1890, gives particular attention to Jesus’ 
way of training men, though it is less comprehensive in its 
analysis.5 Since the time of these earlier studies, a number 
of other smaller volumes have appeared that offer helpful 
stimuli in pursuing this theme.6 Not all of these works have 
the same evangelical theological viewpoint, but it is interest-
ing to note that they come out at about the same place when 
it comes to evaluating the central thrust of Jesus’ work with 
the disciples.

This is likewise true of numerous practical works on 
various phases of the church life and ministry that have 
been published in recent years, most notably in the litera-
ture pertaining to the growing small group and lay witness 
movement in the church. While aware that these authors 
have not written primarily from the standpoint of evangelistic 
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strategy, we must acknowledge our indebtedness to them for 
their reckoning of fundamental principles in the ministry and 
mission of our Lord.

However, the subject of Jesus’ basic strategy has rarely 
been given the attention it deserves. Though we are apprecia-
tive of the labors of those who have considered it, and are not 
unmindful of their findings, the need for further investigation 
and clarification is always with us, and this is especially true 
of study within the primary sources themselves.

Our Plan of Study

One has to go to the New Testament, and the Gospels in 
particular, to really see the plan of Jesus. They are after all 
the only eyewitness accounts that we have of the Master at 
work (Luke 1:2–3; John 20:30; 21:24; 1 John 1:1). To be 
sure, the Gospels were written primarily to show us Christ, 
the Son of God, and that by faith we can have life in his name 
( John 20:31). But what we sometimes fail to realize is that 
the revelation of that life in Christ includes the way he lived 
and taught others to live. We must remember that the wit-
nesses who wrote the books not only saw the truth; they 
were changed by it. For this reason, in telling the story they 
invariably bring out those things that influenced them and 
others to leave all that they had to follow the Master. Not 
everything is reported, of course. Like any historical narrator, 
the Gospel writers paint a picture of the whole by elaborat-
ing upon a few characteristic persons and experiences, while 
bringing out certain critical points in the development of 
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events. But of those things that are carefully selected and 
recorded in absolute integrity under the inspiration of the 
Holy Spirit, we can be sure that they are intended to teach 
us how to follow in the way of the Master. That is why the 
scriptural accounts of Jesus constitute our best, and only 
inerrant, textbook on Evangelism.

Hence the plan of this study has been to trace the steps of 
Christ as portrayed in the Gospels without undue recourse 
to secondary materials. In this pursuit, the inspired account 
of his life and work has been examined many times and from 
many angles, trying to discover a motivating reason for the 
way he went about his mission. His tactics have been ana-
lyzed from the standpoint of his ministry as a whole, hop-
ing thereby to see the larger meaning of his methods with 
people. Admittedly the task has not been easy, and I would 
be the first to acknowledge that there is more to learn. The 
boundless dimensions of the Lord of glory simply cannot be 
confined within any human interpretation of his perfection, 
and the longer one looks at him, the more one sees this to 
be the case.

Christ, a Perfect Example

Yet recognizing this fact, there is no study more rewarding. 
Limited as our faculties of perception may be, we know that 
in the Master we have a perfect Teacher. He never made a 
mistake. Though partaking of our life, and being tempted in 
all points as we are, he was not bound by the limitations of 
the flesh which he accepted for our sake. Even when he chose 
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not to exercise his divine omniscience, his mind was clear. 
He always knew what was right, and as the perfect Man, he 
lived as God would live among humans.

His Objective Was Clear

The days of his flesh were but the unfolding in time of 
the plan of God from the beginning. It was always before 
his mind. He intended to save out of the world a people for 
himself and to build a church of the Spirit which would never 
perish. He had his sights on the day his Kingdom would come 
in glory and in power. This world was his by creation, but 
he did not seek to make it his permanent abiding place. His 
mansions were in the sky. He was going to prepare a place for 
his people that had foundations eternal in the heavens.

No one was excluded from his precious purpose. His love 
was universal. Make no mistake about it. He was “the Saviour 
of the world” ( John 4:42). God wanted all men to be saved 
and to come to a knowledge of the truth. To that end Jesus gave 
himself to provide a salvation from all sin for all men. In that he 
died for one, he died for all. Contrary to our superficial think-
ing, there never was a distinction in his mind between home 
and foreign missions. To Jesus it was all world evangelism.

He Planned to Win

His life was ordered by his objective. Everything he did 
and said was a part of the whole pattern. It had significance 
because it contributed to the ultimate purpose of his life in 
redeeming the world for God. This was the motivating vision 
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governing his behavior. His steps were ordered by it. Mark it 
well. Not for one moment did Jesus lose sight of his goal.

That is why it is so important to observe the way Jesus 
maneuvered to achieve his objective. The Master disclosed 
God’s strategy of world conquest. He had confidence in the 
future precisely because he lived according to that plan in 
the present. There was nothing haphazard about his life—
no wasted energy, not an idle word. He was on business 
for God (Luke 2:49). He lived, he died, and he rose again 
according to schedule. Like a general plotting his course 
of battle, the Son of God calculated to win. He could not 
afford to take a chance. Weighing every alternative and vari-
able factor in human experience, he conceived a plan that 
would not fail.

Worth Careful Consideration

It is tremendously revealing to study it. Serious reflection 
at this point will bring the student of Christ to some profound 
and perhaps shattering conclusions, though the realization 
will likely be slow and arduous. In fact, at first glance it might 
even appear that Jesus had no plan. Another approach might 
discover some particular technique but miss the underlying 
pattern of it all. This is one of the marvels of his strategy. It 
is so unassuming and silent that it is unnoticed by the hur-
ried churchman. But when the realization of his controlling 
method finally dawns on the open mind of the disciple, he 
will be amazed at its simplicity and will wonder how he could 
have ever failed to see it before. Nevertheless, when his plan 
is reflected on, the basic philosophy is so different from that 
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of the modern church that its implications are nothing less 
than revolutionary.

The following pages attempt to clarify eight guiding prin-
ciples of the Master’s plan. However, it must be said that the 
steps are not to be understood as invariably coming in this 
sequence, as if the last were not initiated until the others 
had been mastered. Actually, all of the steps were implied in 
each one, and in some degree they all began with the first. 
The outline is intended only to give structure to his method 
and to bring out the progressive logic of the plan. We will 
observe that, as the ministry of Jesus Christ develops, the 
steps become more pronounced and the sequence more 
discernible.
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Selection
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

He chose from them twelve.
Luke 6:13

Men Were His Method

It all started by Jesus calling a few men to follow him. This 
revealed immediately the direction his evangelistic strategy 
would take. His concern was not with programs to reach the 
multitudes, but with men whom the multitudes would follow. 
Remarkable as it may seem, Jesus started to gather these men 
before he ever organized an evangelistic campaign or even 
preached a sermon in public. Men were to be his method of 
winning the world to God.

The initial objective of Jesus’ plan was to enlist men who 
could bear witness to his life and carry on his work after he 
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returned to the Father. John and Andrew were the first to be 
invited as Jesus left the scene of the great revival of the Baptist 
at Bethany beyond the Jordan ( John 1:35–40). Andrew in 
turn brought his brother Peter ( John 1:41–42). The next day 
Jesus found Philip on his way to Galilee, and Philip found 
Nathanael ( John 1:43–51). There is no evidence of haste in 
the selection of these disciples, just determination. James, 
the brother of John, is not mentioned as one of the group 
until the four fishermen are recalled several months later by 
the Sea of Galilee (Mark 1:19; Matt. 4:21). Shortly afterward 
Matthew is called to follow the Master as Jesus passed through 
Capernaum (Mark 2:13–14; Matt. 9:9; Luke 5:27–28). The 
particulars surrounding the call of the other disciples are 
not recorded in the Gospels, but it is believed that they all 
occurred in the first year of the Lord’s ministry.1

As one might expect, these early efforts of soul winning 
had little or no immediate effect upon the religious life of his 
day, but that did not matter greatly. For as it turned out, these 
few early converts of the Lord were destined to become the 
leaders of his church that was to go with the gospel to the 
whole world, and from the standpoint of his ultimate pur-
pose, the significance of their lives would be felt throughout 
eternity. That’s the only thing that counts.

Men Willing to Learn

What is more revealing about these men is that at first 
they do not impress us as being key men. None of them oc-
cupied prominent places in the synagogue, nor did any of 
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them belong to the Levitical priesthood. For the most part 
they were common laboring men, probably having no profes-
sional training beyond the rudiments of knowledge necessary 
for their vocation. Perhaps a few of them came from families 
of some considerable means, such as the sons of Zebedee, 
but none of them could have been considered wealthy. They 
had no academic degrees in the arts and philosophies of their 
day. Like their Master, their formal education likely consisted 
only of the synagogue schools. Most of them were raised 
in the poor section of the country around Galilee. Appar-
ently the only one of the Twelve who came from the more 
refined region of Judea was Judas Iscariot. By any standard 
of sophisticated culture then and now they would surely be 
considered as a rather ragged collection of souls. One might 
wonder how Jesus could ever use them. They were impulsive, 
temperamental, easily offended, and had all the prejudices of 
their environment. In short, these men selected by the Lord 
to be his assistants represented an average cross section of 
society in their day.2 Not the kind of group one would expect 
to win the world for Christ.

Yet Jesus saw in these simple men the potential of lead-
ership for the Kingdom. They were indeed “unlearned and 
ignorant” according to the world’s standard (Acts 4:13), but 
they were teachable. Though often mistaken in their judg-
ments and slow to comprehend spiritual things, they were 
honest men, willing to confess their need. Their mannerisms 
may have been awkward and their abilities limited, but with 
the exception of the traitor, their hearts were big. What is 
perhaps most significant about them was their sincere yearn-
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ing for God and the realities of his life. The superficiality of 
the religious life about them had not obsessed their hope 
for the Messiah ( John 1:41, 45, 49; 6:69). They were fed up 
with the hypocrisy of the ruling aristocracy. Some of them 
had already joined the revival movement of John the Baptist 
( John 1:35). These men were looking for someone to lead 
them in the way of salvation. Such men, pliable in the hands 
of the Master, could be molded into a new image—Jesus can 
use anyone who wants to be used.

Concentrated on a Few

In noting this fact, however, one does not want to miss 
the practical truth of how Jesus did it. Here is the wisdom 
of his method, and in observing it, we return again to the 
fundamental principle of concentration on those he intended 
to use. One cannot transform a world except as individu-
als in the world are transformed, and individuals cannot be 
changed except as they are molded in the hands of the Master. 
The necessity is apparent not only to select a few helpers 
but also to keep the group small enough to be able to work 
effectively with them.

Hence, as the company of followers around Jesus increased, 
it became necessary by the middle of his second year of min-
istry to narrow the select company to a more manageable 
number. Accordingly Jesus “called his disciples, and he chose 
from them twelve, whom also he named apostles” (Luke 
6:13–17; see Mark 3:13–19). Regardless of the symbolical 
meaning one prefers to put on the number twelve,3 it is clear 
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that Jesus intended these men to have unique privileges and 
responsibilities in the Kingdom work.

This does not mean that Jesus’ decision to have twelve 
apostles excluded others from following him, for as we know, 
many more were numbered among his associates, and some 
of these became very effective workers in the church. The 
seventy (Luke 10:1); Mark, the Gospel writer; and James, 
his own brother (1 Cor. 15:7; Gal. 2:9, 12; see John 2:12; 
7:2–10), are notable examples of this. Nevertheless, we must 
acknowledge that there was a rapidly diminishing priority 
given to those outside the Twelve.

The same rule could be applied in reverse, for within the 
select apostolic group Peter, James, and John seemed to enjoy 
a more special relationship to the Master than did the other 
nine. Only these privileged few are invited into the sick room 
of Jairus’s daughter (Mark 5:37; Luke 8:51); they alone go 
up with the Master and behold his glory on the Mount of 
Transfiguration (Mark 9:2; Matt. 17:1; Luke 9:28); and 
amid the olive trees of Gethsemane casting their ominous 
shadows in the light of the full Passover moon, these mem-
bers of the inner circle waited nearest to their Lord while 
he prayed (Mark 14:33; Matt. 26:37). So noticeable is the 
preference given to these three that had it not been for the 
incarnation of selflessness in the person of Christ, it could 
well have precipitated feelings of resentment on the part of 
the other apostles. The fact that there is no record of the 
disciples complaining about the preeminence of the three, 
though they did murmur about other things, is proof that 
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where preference is shown in the right spirit and for the right 
reason, offense need not arise.4

The Principle Observed

All of this certainly impresses one with the deliberate way 
that Jesus proportioned his life to those he wanted to train. It 
also graphically illustrates a fundamental principle of teach-
ing: that other things being equal, the more concentrated the 
size of the group being taught, the greater the opportunity 
for effective instruction.5

Jesus devoted most of his remaining life on earth to these 
few disciples. He literally staked his whole ministry on them. 
The world could be indifferent toward him and still not defeat 
his strategy. It even caused him no great concern when his 
followers on the fringes of things gave up their allegiance 
when confronted with the true meaning of the Kingdom 
( John 6:66). But he could not bear to have his close disciples 
miss his purpose. They had to understand the truth and be 
sanctified by it ( John 17:17), else all would be lost. Thus he 
prayed “not for the world,” but for the few God gave him “out 
of the world” ( John 17:6, 9).6 Everything depended on their 
faithfulness if the world would believe in him “through their 
word” ( John 17:20).

Not Neglecting the Masses

It would be wrong, however, to assume on the basis of 
what has here been emphasized that Jesus neglected the 
masses. Such was not the case. Jesus did all that any man 
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could be asked to do and more to reach the multitudes. The 
first thing he did when he started his ministry was to identify 
himself boldly with the great mass revival movement of his 
day by baptism at the hands of John (Mark 1:9–11; Matt. 
3:13–17; Luke 3:21–22), and he later went out of his way to 
praise this work of the great prophet (Matt. 11:7–15; Luke 
7:24–28). He continuously preached to the crowds that fol-
lowed his miracle-working ministry. He taught them. He 
fed them when they were hungry. He healed their sick and 
cast out demons among them. He blessed their children. 
Sometimes the whole day would be spent ministering to their 
needs, even to the extent that he had “no leisure so much as 
to eat” (Mark 6:31). In every way possible Jesus manifested 
to the masses of humanity a genuine concern. These were the 
people whom he came to save—he loved them, wept over 
them, and finally died to save them from their sin. No one 
could think that Jesus shirked mass evangelism.

Multitudes Aroused

In fact, the ability of Jesus to impress the multitudes cre-
ated a serious problem in his ministry. He was so successful in 
expressing to them his compassion and power that they once 
wanted “to take him by force, to make him king” ( John 6:15). 
One report by the followers of John the Baptist said that “all 
men” were clamoring for his attention ( John 3:26). Even the 
Pharisees admitted among themselves that the world had 
gone after him ( John 12:19), and bitter as the admission 
must have been, the chief priests concurred in this opinion 
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( John 11:47–48). However one looks at it, the Gospel record 
certainly does not indicate that Jesus lacked any popular fol-
lowing among the masses, despite their hesitating loyalty, and 
this condition lasted to the end. Indeed, it was the fear of this 
friendly mass feeling for Jesus that prompted his accusers to 
capture him in the absence of the people (Mark 12:12; Matt. 
21:26; Luke 20:19).

Had Jesus given any encouragement to this popular sen-
timent among the masses, he easily could have had all the 
kingdoms of the world at his feet. All he had to do was satisfy 
the temporal appetites and curiosities of the people by his 
supernatural power. Such was the temptation presented by 
Satan in the wilderness when Jesus was urged to turn stones 
into bread and to cast himself down from a pinnacle of the 
temple that God might bear him up (Matt. 4:1–7; Luke 4:1–
4, 9–13). These spectacular things would surely have excited 
the applause of the crowd. Satan was not offering Jesus any-
thing when he promised him all the kingdoms of the world 
if the Master would only worship him (Matt. 4:8–10). The 
arch-deceiver of men knew full well that Jesus automatically 
would have this if he just turned his concentration from the 
things that mattered in the eternal Kingdom.7

But Jesus would not play to the galleries. Quite the con-
trary. Repeatedly he took special pains to allay the superficial 
popular support of the multitudes that had been occasioned 
by his extraordinary power (e.g., John 2:23–3:3; 6:26–27). 
Frequently he would even ask those who were the recipients 
of his healing to say nothing about it to prevent mass dem-
onstrations by the easily aroused multitudes.8 Likewise, with 
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the disciples following his transfiguration on the Mount, 
“He charged them that they should tell no man what things 
they had seen” until after his resurrection (Mark 9:9; Matt. 
17:9). On other occasions when applauded by the crowd, 
Jesus would slip away with his disciples and go elsewhere to 
continue his ministry.9

His practice in this respect sometimes rather annoyed 
his followers who did not understand his strategy. Even his 
own brothers and sisters, who yet did not believe in him, 
urged him to abandon this policy and make an open show 
of himself to the world, but he refused to take their advice 
( John 7:2–9).

Few Seemed to Understand

In view of this policy, it is not surprising to note that few 
people were actually converted during the ministry of Christ, 
that is, in any clearcut way. Of course, many of the multitudes 
believed in Christ in the sense that his divine ministry was 
acceptable,10 but comparatively few seemed to have grasped 
the meaning of the gospel. Perhaps his total number of de-
voted followers at the end of his earthly ministry numbered 
little more than the five hundred brethren to whom Jesus 
appeared after the resurrection (1 Cor. 15:6), and only about 
120 tarried in Jerusalem to receive the baptism of the Holy 
Spirit (Acts 1:15). This number is not small considering that 
his active ministry extended only over a period of three years, 
yet if at this point one were to measure the effectiveness of 
his evangelism by the number of his converts, Jesus doubtless 
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would not be considered among the most productive mass 
evangelists of the church.

His Strategy

Why? Why did Jesus deliberately concentrate his life on 
comparatively so few people? Had he not come to save the 
world? With the glowing announcement of John the Baptist 
ringing in the ears of multitudes, the Master easily could have 
had an immediate following of thousands if he wanted them. 
Why then did he not capitalize on his opportunities to enlist 
a mighty army of believers to take the world by storm? Surely 
the Son of God could have adopted a more enticing program 
of mass recruitment. Is it not rather disappointing that one 
with all the powers of the universe at his command would 
live and die to save the world, yet in the end have only a few 
ragged disciples to show for his labors?

The answer to this question focuses at once on the real 
purpose of his plan for evangelism. Jesus was not trying to 
impress the crowd, but to usher in a kingdom. This meant 
that he needed people who could lead the multitudes. What 
good would it have been for his ultimate objective to arouse 
the masses to follow him if these people had no subsequent 
supervision or instruction in the Way? It had been dem-
onstrated on numerous occasions that the crowd was an 
easy prey to false gods when left without proper care. The 
masses were like helpless sheep wandering aimlessly with-
out a shepherd (Mark 6:34; Matt. 9:36; 14:14). They were 
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willing to follow almost anyone who came along with some 
promise for their welfare, be it friend or foe. That was the 
tragedy of the hour—the noble aspirations of the people 
were easily excited by Jesus, but just as quickly thwarted 
by the deceitful religious authorities who controlled them. 
The spiritually blind leaders of Israel ( John 8:44; 9:39–41; 
12:40; see Matt. 23:1–39), though comparatively few in 
number,11 completely dominated the affairs of the people. 
For this reason, unless Jesus’ converts were given compe-
tent men of God to lead them on and protect them in the 
truth, they would soon fall into confusion and despair, and 
the last state would be worse than the first. Thus, before 
the world could ever be permanently helped, people would 
have to be raised up who could lead the multitudes in the 
things of God.

Jesus was a realist. He fully realized the fickleness of de-
praved human nature as well as the satanic forces of this 
world amassed against humanity, and in this knowledge he 
based his evangelism on a plan that would meet the need. 
The multitudes of discordant and bewildered souls were 
potentially ready to follow him, but Jesus individually could 
not possibly give them the personal care they needed. His 
only hope was to get leaders inspired by his life who would 
do it for him. Hence, he concentrated on those who were 
to be the beginning of this leadership. Though he did what 
he could to help the multitudes, he had to devote himself 
primarily to a few men, rather than the masses, so that the 
masses could at last be saved. This was the genius of his 
strategy.
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The Principle Applied Today

Yet, strangely enough, it is scarcely comprehended in practice 
today. Most of the evangelistic efforts of the church begin 
with the multitudes under the assumption that the church 
is qualified to preserve what good is done. The result is our 
spectacular emphasis on numbers of converts, candidates 
for baptism, and more members for the church, with little 
or no genuine concern manifested toward the establishment 
of these souls in the love and power of God, let alone the 
preservation and continuation of the work.

Surely if the pattern of Jesus at this point means anything 
at all, it teaches that the first duty of a church leadership is to 
see to it that a foundation is laid in the beginning on which 
can be built an effective and continuing evangelistic ministry 
to the multitudes. This will require more concentration of 
time and talents on fewer people in the church while not 
neglecting the passion for the world. It will mean raising up 
trained disciplers “for the work of ministering” with the pas-
tor and church staff (Eph. 4:12).12 A few people so dedicated 
in time will shake the world for God. Victory is never won 
by the multitudes.

Some might object to this principle when practiced by 
the Christian worker on the ground that favoritism is shown 
toward a select group in the church. But be that as it may, 
it is still the way that Jesus concentrated his life, and it is 
necessary if any lasting leadership is to be trained. Where it 
is practiced out of a genuine love for the whole church, and 
due concern is manifested toward the needs of the people, 

_Coleman_MstrPlnEvnglsm_LS_mw.indd   32 10/26/09   12:17:36 PM

Robert E. Coleman, The Master Plan of Evangelism, Second Edition, Abridged
Revell Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 1963, 1964, 1993. Used by permission.



33

Sel ect ion

objections can at least be reconciled to the mission being ac-
complished. However, the ultimate goal must be clear to the 
worker, and there can be no hint of selfish partiality displayed 
in relationships to all. Everything that is done with the few 
is for the salvation of the multitudes.

Modern Demonstrations

This principle of selectivity and concentration is engraved in 
the universe, and will bring results no matter who practices 
it, whether or not the church believes it. Look at any suc-
cessful leadership training program in business, industry, 
government, or the military.

On a global scale, it is surely not without significance that 
the early leaders of communism, always alert to what works, 
adopted in a large measure this method of the Lord as their 
own.13 Using it to their own devious end they have multiplied 
from a handful of zealots to a vast conspiracy of followers that 
until recently enslaved nearly half the people of the world. 
They are a modern-day example of what Jesus demonstrated 
so clearly in his day: that the multitudes can be won easily if 
they are just given leaders to follow.14

Time for Action

It is time that the church realistically face the situation. Our 
days of trifling are running out. The evangelistic program of 
the church has bogged down on nearly every front, especially 
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across the affluent Western world. In many lands the enfeebled 
church is not even keeping up with the exploding population. 
All the while the satanic forces of this world are becoming more 
relentless and brazen in their attack. It is ironic when one stops 
to think about it. In an age when facilities for rapid communica-
tion of the gospel are available to the church as never before, 
there are actually more unevangelized people on the earth today 
than before the invention of the horseless carriage.15

Yet in appraising the tragic condition of affairs today, we 
must not become frantic in trying to reverse the trend over-
night. Perhaps that has been our problem. In our concern 
to stem the tide, we have launched one crash program after 
another to reach the multitudes with the saving Word of 
God. But what we have failed to comprehend in our frustra-
tion is that the real problem is not with the masses—what 
they believe, how they are governed, whether they are fed a 
wholesome diet or not. All these things considered so vital 
are ultimately manipulated by others, and for this reason, 
before we can resolve the exploitation of the people we must 
get to those whom the people follow.

This, of course, puts a priority on winning and training 
those already in responsible positions of leadership. But if 
we can’t begin at the top, then let us begin where we are 
and train a few of the lowly to become the great. And let us 
remember, too, that one does not have to have the prestige of 
the world to be greatly used in the Kingdom of God. Anyone 
who is willing to follow Christ can become a mighty influ-
ence on the world providing, of course, this person has the 
proper training.
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Here is where we must begin just like Jesus. It will be 
slow, tedious, painful, and probably unnoticed by people at 
first, but the end result will be glorious, even if we don’t live 
to see it. Seen this way, though, it becomes a big decision in 
the ministry. We must decide where we want our ministry to 
count—in the momentary applause of popular recognition 
or in the reproduction of our lives in a few chosen people 
who will carry on our work after we have gone. Really it is a 
question of which generation we are living for.

But we must go on. It is necessary now to see how Jesus 
trained his men to carry on his work. The whole pattern is 
part of the same method, and we cannot separate one phase 
from the other without destroying its effectiveness.
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