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Chapter 1 

REVIVAL HISTORY 

Introduction: 

There are lessons from the Scriptures and church history where God’s wonderful works are 

told and retold which rekindle the expectations of faithful intercessors.  This awakening in 

the hearts of the saints prepares the way for another revival.  Over and over in the Scriptures 

the Israelites were told to remember what God had done in their lives and nation.  As we read 

the Scriptures we, too, are told to remember and be thankful, keeping our hearts and lives 

close to God.  However, just as the Israelites wandered from God’s Law, so do Christians 

wander from their first love with Jesus.  This is why revival is so important.  Revival brings a 

heightened Presence of God into our lives resulting in a spiritual awakening, rebirth, 

recovery, renewal, regeneration, realignment, restoration, and so on.  In recent years the idea 

of welcoming a visitation of God has matured into a habitation for God’s presence.  

There are lessons from the Scriptures and church history where God’s wonderful works are told and 

retold which rekindle the expectations of faithful intercessors.  This awakening in the hearts of the 

saints prepares the way for another revival.  Over and over in the Scriptures the Israelites were told 

to remember what God had done in their lives and nation.  As we read the Scriptures we, too, are 

told to remember and be thankful, keeping our hearts and lives close to God.  However, just as the 

Israelites wandered from God’s Law, so do Christians wander from their first love with Jesus.  This is 

why revival is so important.  Revival brings a heightened Presence of God into our lives resulting in a 

spiritual awakening, rebirth, recovery, renewal, regeneration, realignment, restoration, and so 

on.  In recent years the idea of welcoming a visitation of God has matured into a habitation for God’s 

presence.  

Overview of Revival 

 

The greatest need of the world today is a mighty manifestation of the Spirit of God in revival 

power. 'Revival' is when God reveals Himself in awesome holiness and irresistible power. It 

is when He visits the world of men to impart a fresh vision of His glory and grace and 

simultaneously to reveal man's sinfulness, inadequacy and desperate need of God's mercy. 

During times of revival God's people are restored from backsliding, carelessness and 

inactivity. They become preoccupied with the things of God. They become intensely 

prayerful, attending God's house more frequently for fellowship and worship. They develop a 

hunger for the preached word which illuminates and powerfully penetrates the hearts of it's 

hearers, bringing conviction and response. Believers develop a passion for souls and become 

deeply concerned about the spiritual welfare of the lost.  
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Consequently, during times of revival, Gospel preaching takes on a new prominence and 

multitudes become converted. Sometimes powerful anointings of God's Spirit produce 

physical manifestations such as deep conviction, tears, crying out, bodily prostrations, 

trembling, violent shaking or laughter. 

The results of true revival are equally spectacular. The normal traits of ungodliness disappear. 

Blasphemy and filthy language, drunkenness and immorality, dishonesty and selfishness are 

all replaced by a sweet sense of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. Sometimes 

entire towns or areas are affected. At other times whole nations are so blanketed with God's 

renewing activity that hardly any inhabited places are without some evidence of His glorious 

workings. 

Revivals usually occur after a prolonged spiritual and moral decline. By definition a 'revival' 

requires a state of death, neglect or loss. This has always been true historically. The church 

becomes apathetic to its master, its morals and its mission. It loses its zeal and becomes 

ineffective. Its worship becomes dull and uneventful and its membership declines. It needs to 

be 'revived' occasionally, for it's own sake. 

"It is most significant that since the Reformation revivals have recurred with increasing 

frequency. Again and again God has rescued that which had gone beyond all human aid: what 

could have saved the church but these gracious interventions of almighty power? The need 

can but grow more urgent as the age draws to its close." 

D. M. Panton - quoted by Arthur Wallis In The Day of Thy Power  

Chapter 2 

TEACHINGS 

On this page we will outline the teachings of three strains of Pentecostal theology that have 

emerged over the past century. They are related to the Traditional Pentecostals, the 1947-

1957 Healing Movement and the Latter Rain Movement. More detailed papers can be found 

elsewhere on this site. 

1. The Traditional Pentecostal Denominations  
Pentecostals, like other evangelicals, have always adhered to the Bible's divine inspiration 

and inerrancy—the belief that the Bible, in the original languages in which it was written, is 

infallible and authoritative in all matters of belief and behaviour, doctrine and practice. The 

early Pentecostal church was very Biblically based like their forefathers who were ‘servants 

of the Word,’  (Luke 1:2) If God said it, so it was and so it shall be. The Pentecostal 

Movement began with this proposition. Practice was a product of doctrine.  

Charles Parham (1873-1929), initially a Methodist preacher, is most well-known for 

perceiving and proclaiming the truth of ‘The Baptism with the Holy Spirit with the initial 

evidence of speaking in other tongues.  

Around the turn of the century many were considering the Bible’s teaching on the ‘Latter 

Rain’ outpouring of the Holy Spirit and Christ’s premillennial return occurring after an 

unprecedented world-wide revival. Parham spent twelve weeks visiting evangelical, holiness 

and healing centres and became convinced that there was more experience of God available 
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to His people. Isolated reports of xenolalic tongues amongst missionaries helped him begin 

the formulation of his doctrine of the Holy Spirit, spiritual gifts and end time revival. 

It was at his Bible School in Topeka that Parham set his forty students an assignment to 

determine the Biblical evidence of the baptism in the Holy Spirit and report on their findings 

in three days, while he was away in Kansas City. Soon after his return students began to 

experience the baptism in the Holy Spirit with speaking in tongues through the laying on of 

hands.  

In 1905, Parham established a new Bible school in Houston where William J. Seymour 

(1870-1922), a black Holiness revivalist, was a student. He, in turn, took the message of 

Pentecost to Los Angeles, where, on April 9, 1906, ‘the fire came down’ and many in the 

meeting, including Seymour himself, received the Pentecostal blessing. Rapid growth caused 

the move to a larger building at 312 Azusa Street where the Pentecostal Movement was born.  

Others built on the doctrines that were proclaimed at Azusa Street and within a decade the 

distinct Pentecostal doctrines were formulated. Pentecostal doctrine includes the main pillars 

of evangelicalism - the Bible as the inspired word of God, the Trinity, the person and work of 

Christ, the atonement, justification by faith, Christ’s second coming, heaven and hell and etc. 

But it was their pneumatology, the doctrine of the Holy Spirit, which set them apart. 

Christ and his redemptive work are at the centre of Pentecostal theology, but that redemptive 

work enables each believer to subsequently experience the baptism of the Holy Spirit. (Acts 

2:38, Gal 3:14). The majority of Pentecostals believe that at conversion the new believer has 

the presence (indwelling) of the Holy Spirit, but there is a further ‘filling with the Holy Spirit, 

which has been promised and should be sought after.  Pentecostals understand that Scripture 

teaches this ‘filling’ or ‘baptism’ is an experience subsequent to salvation – a ‘second 

blessing.’  

The main purpose of this experience is to receive power to witness and to live the Christian 

life and to open the door to a new life ‘in the Spirit’ which includes the ‘gifts of the 

Spirit,’  like tongues, interpretation, prophecy, healing, discernment of spirits, miracles and 

etc (1 Cor 12:1-10). Most Pentecostals believe that ‘speaking in tongues’ is the initial 

evidence of this baptism and that it is received through ‘the laying on of hands.’ These 

Biblical doctrines were evidenced by thousands at Azusa Street and these doctrines and 

experiences were spread across the world. Speaking with other tongues, prophetic utterances, 

physical healings and demonic deliverances were seen to be a part of the Christian Gospel, or 

further, an authentication of its truth Mark 16:17-18.   

By the 1920’s the cardinal doctrines of Pentecostal theology were popularised by Aimee 

Semple McPherson as the ‘Foursquare Gospel.’ The four descriptions of Jesus as Saviour, 

Baptizer, Healer and Coming King encapsulated Pentecost’s main message. They were 

already present in the 19th century holiness movement when A. B. Simpson authored a book 

entitled ‘The Four-fold Gospel’ identifying Christ as Saviour, Sanctifier, Healer and Coming 

King. Mcpherson ‘pentecostalised’ the idea and it spread like wildfire in the Pentecostal 

world. 

2. Healing Movement  
By the 1940’s and 1950’s the Pentecostal Movement which had grown more sophisticated, 

organised and institutionalised, was in need of a fresh outpouring of the Spirit.  There were 
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some notable exceptions like Raymond T. Richey, Charles Price, Thomas Wyatt and Smith 

Wigglesworth who had kept the Pentecostal flame burning, but the larger portion of the 

Pentecostal church, particularly in America, was in danger of becoming another formal 

denomination.   

Nevertheless, many held convictions that were still deep enough to foster a longing for 

another Pentecost – a new revival. The older generation held thrilling memories of the 

supernatural ministries of 20’s and the young yearned for a new deluge of miracles.  

This was the setting in which the healing evangelists of the late 1940’s and 1950’s came. 

They embraced the foundational doctrines of the old Pentecostal Movement but God had 

infused a new anointing for healing in their ministries which struck the world with 

astonishing force. It was nothing short of a spontaneous movement of the Holy Spirit which 

was destined to touch every nation of the world. 

Healing was certainly at the centre of the revival but there were other allied doctrines and 

practices that came into sharp focus. These included the place of faith, the laying on of hands, 

the authority of the believer and the power of God’s word. Old doctrines such as healing in 

the atonement were revived. Spectacular gifts like the word of knowledge exercised by 

William Branham and a few others, released faith for healing on a grand scale and instigated 

a plethora of books and pamphlets on the gifts of the Spirit. Healing methodology was also 

reconsidered. T.L Osborn initiated mass-healing prayers in mega-sized overseas campaigns 

with astounding results. Others employed prayer cloths or anointed sick folk with oil.  

Demonology was another forgotten doctrine that was brought to popular attention. When the 

power of God descended demons were dislodged and deliverance became a common form of 

healing.  

Other related themes became popular in public meetings: giving to God, tithing, holiness, 

prayer and fasting.  

Eschatology too, particularly the signs of the times, became the emphasis of dozens of books 

and magazine articles, verifying the soon coming of the Lord. Eschatology was always more 

strongly emphasised in Pentecostal beliefs than in most other churches, but in the healing 

revival prophetic interpretations reached their zenith.  

A unique element in this revival was the volume of written materials that flooded the nations. 

The initial organ of the healing revival was the Voice of Healing which had a circulation of 

30,000 each month in its first year (1948-9) and in June 1952 reported 100,000 recipients! 

Oral Roberts’ ‘Healing Waters’ was dispatched to 265,000 by 1953. Jack Coe’s ‘Herald of 

Healing’ reached a total of 250,000 people within 5 years of its launch in 1950. By 1958 T. L. 

Osborn’s ‘Faith Digest’ circulated 250,000 copies. Demos Shakarian’s ‘Voice’ reached 

300,000 homes by 1972. By 1973 W. V. Grants monthly magazine, the ‘Voice of 

Deliverance,’ had reached a circulation of over 2,000,000 and had become the most widely 

circulated journal in the movement.  

In addition to these, Gordon Lindsay, the revival’s historian and theologian, wrote about 250 

historical and doctrinal books and pamphlets. His overseas ‘native literature work’ distributed 

over 15 million books in 46 languages by 1973.  In 1966, W. V. Grant claimed to have 

written 156 books; by 1974 the figure had passed 300 and was growing by at least one new 
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volume each month. Hundreds of books had been written on healing and others themes 

popular in this amazing revival. 

The net result of this huge volume of reporting and teaching was that Pentecostal theology 

came alive and was put in the hands and homes of millions of Pentecostal people across the 

world. 

3. The Latter Rain Revival 

 

The Latter Rain Movement was an important but less-known element of the post-World War 

II evangelical awakening.  Readers should know that the name "New Order of the Latter 

Rain," is a name that was never used by participants but was concocted by its opponents, 

suggesting cultic and offbeat spirituality. In reality it bore similarities to the early Pentecostal 

movement that originated at Azusa Street, Los Angeles, in 1906 and its main tenets are 

accepted by millions of Pentecostals and charismatics across the globe today. While its 

impact at the time was on a small scale, its effects were nevertheless felt worldwide and it 

became one of several catalysts for the charismatic movement of the 1960s and 1970s and the 

burgeoning new ‘apostolic churches’ of the 1980’s through to the turn of the 21st century. 

Today, in 2012 its teachings and practices have become the weekly diet of millions of 

believers.   

The Healing Revival brought a restoration of the supernatural gifts of the Spirit into full view. 

It would be true to say that the manifestations of the Spirit in the 1947-1957 revival not only 

restored but also superseded those of the earlier Pentecostal Revival. 

Similarly, the Latter Rain Movement was characterized by many reports of healings and other 

miraculous phenomena, historically occurring in parallel with the Healing Revival. Its more 

detailed history can be found elsewhere on this site. Though it emphasised the main doctrines 

of the healing movement, it provided far more revelation regarding the implications of the 

ministry of the Spirit with reference to eschatology and ecclesiology. Its theology put the 

ministry of the Spirit in the context of God’s end-time purposes and at the centre of local 

church life. It was these which began to permeate the worldwide church and which would 

provide the impetus for a new wave of apostolic church planting and the restoration of New 

Testament churches across the world.  

In February, 1948, at the Church of the Foursquare Gospel in North Battleford, 

Saskatchewan, Canada, God began to move very powerfully in the congregation.  The leaders 

had visited the Branham campaign in Vancouver in late 1947 and were astonished with the 

power, volume and effect of spiritual gifts they saw exercised. Another notable observation 

was the way Branham ministered healing by the laying on of hands. 

This independent Pentecostal Church was strongly influenced by the church government 

practiced by a Scandinavian-American Pentecostal group whose official organ was the 

Herald of Faith, edited by Joseph Mattson-Boze. There was a strong anti-denominational 

stance as they believed that a locally autonomous, apostolically overseen and elder-led 

congregation was far nearer the New Testament pattern than centrally controlled 

denominations. 
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Another influence was Franklin Hall’s teaching on the benefits of fasting which caused some 

to fast anywhere from three days to three weeks before the fire fell on February 12th, 1948. 

On that day God came. His awesome presence filled the room, many fell to the floor under 

His power and an intense sense of awe filled all present. During the days that followed public 

repentance, humbling, fasting and prayer were increased. There began an outpouring of gifts 

of the Spirit, especially healing, prophecy and revelations which increased through the laying 

on of the hands of the presbytery. 

As people became aware of these events, they flocked to North Battleford from all parts of 

North America and many parts of the world to the camp meeting conventions at Sharon (their 

orphanage and campus) publicized by The Sharon Star. Before long, the teachers from 

Sharon began receiving invitations to minister throughout North America. 

They stressed the imminence of the premillennial return of Jesus Christ, preceded by an 

outpouring of God's Spirit, which was expected in accordance with the "former rain" and the 

"latter rain" of Joel 2:28 (KJV). This was interpreted as a dual prophecy of the Day of 

Pentecost as described in Acts 2 and of the outpouring of the Holy Spirit that was to 

immediately precede the coming of the Lord. There was an emphasis on the baptism in the 

Holy Spirit and spiritual gifts, which were to be received by the laying on of hands, in 

contrast to the old Pentecostal practice of "tarrying" for the Holy Spirit that had become 

widespread during the years prior to the revival. 

In addition, church government by the ‘Ephesians 4 ministries,’ (apostles, prophets, 

evangelists, pastors and teachers) was endorsed and the restoration of worship, with the ‘song 

of the Lord’ (corporate singing in the Spirit) was introduced. 

It was these teachings that soon developed into a ‘Restorationist’ theology that brought fresh 

faith for a New Testament church across the world before the return of Jesus Christ. Let it be 

Lord! 

 
Question: "What is Christian revival?" 

 

Answer: Revival refers to a spiritual reawakening from a state of dormancy or stagnation in 

the life of a believer. It encompasses the resurfacing of a love for God, an appreciation of 

God's holiness, a passion for His Word and His church, a convicting awareness of personal 

and corporate sin, a spirit of humility, and a desire for repentance and growth in 

righteousness. Revival invigorates and sometimes deepens a believer's faith, opening his or 

her eyes to the truth in a fresh, new way. It generally involves the connotation of a fresh start 

with a clean slate, marking a new beginning of a life lived in obedience to God. Revival 

breaks the charm and power of the world, which blinds the eyes of men, and generates both 

the will and power to live in the world but not of the world. 

 

Revival, in many respects, replicates the believer's experience when he or she is saved. It is 

initiated by a prompting of the Holy Spirit, creating an awareness of something missing or 

wrong in the believer's life that can only be righted by God. In turn, the Christian must 

respond from the heart, acknowledging his or her need. Then, in a powerful way, the Holy 

Spirit draws back the veil the world has cast over the truth, allowing the believers to fully see 
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themselves in comparison to God's majesty and holiness. Obviously, such comparisons bring 

great humility, but also great awe of God and His truly amazing grace (Isaiah 6:5). Unlike the 

original conversion experience that brings about a new relationship to God, however, revival 

represents a restoration of fellowship with God, the relationship having been retained even 

though the believer had pulled away for a time. 

 

God, through His Holy Spirit, calls us to revival in a number of situations. Christ's letters to 

the seven churches reveal some circumstances that may necessitate revival. In the letter to 

Ephesus, Christ praised the church for their perseverance and discernment, but He stated that 

they had forsaken their first love (Revelation 2:4-5). Many times as the excitement of 

acceptance to Christ grows cold, we lose the zeal that we had at first. We become bogged 

down in the ritual, going through the motions, but we no longer experience the joy of serving 

Christ. Revival helps restore that first love and passion for Christ. Revelation 2:10-11 refers 

to the church at Smyrna, which was suffering intense persecution. The cares and worries of 

life can beat us down, leaving us emotionally, physically, and spiritually exhausted. Revival 

can lift us up to new hope and faith. 

 

Revelation 2:14-16 talks about the problem of compromise with the world and incorporating 

worldly values into our belief systems. Revival helps us to rightly discern what values we 

should hold. Revelation 2:20-23 discusses the problem of tolerating false teaching in our 

churches. We need to examine the messages that we hear and compare them to the message 

of the Bible. Revival helps us to find the truth. Revelation 3:1-6 describes a dead church, a 

church that goes through the motions outwardly, but there is nothing underneath. Here is a 

picture of nominal Christianity, outwardly prosperous, busy with the externals of religious 

activity, but devoid of spiritual life and power. Revival helps to resuscitate spiritual life. In 

Revelation 3:11, we are further warned against complacency, a life that does not bear fruit. 

All of these scenarios call for revival. 

 

The evidence of revival, a great outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon believers, is changed 

lives. Great movements toward righteousness, evangelism, and social justice occur. Believers 

are once again spending time in prayer and reading and obeying God’s Word. Believers begin 

to powerfully use their spiritual gifts. There is confession of sin and repentance. 

 

Chapter 3 

UNDERSTANDING REVIVAL 

 

Revival is an amazing outpouring of the Holy Spirit as the dew of God’s heavenly 

blessing descends to revive the Church and saves sinners, as God vindicates His name. 

But history records that many who have prayed for revival have rejected it when it came 

because they misunderstood the workings of the Holy Spirit and only wanted God to 

bless the Church on their terms and not His. 

 

During times of heavenly visitations there are Divine paradoxes; times of solemn 

commotion and Divine disorder which involves sifting and shaking, repentance, 

https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Isa%206.5
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rev%202.4-5
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rev%202.10-11
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rev%202.14-16
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rev%202.20-23
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rev%203.1-6
https://biblia.com/bible/esv/Rev%203.11
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brokenness and confession of sin mingled amongst the shouts of praise and adoration as 

the Refiner comes to prepare a pure and holy Bride, to glorify Jesus. During revival in 

the midst of God’s dynamic, the devil will come to infiltrate and imitate so let us 

understand revival so that we do not reject it when He comes or bring the work of God 

into disrepute. 

 

Understanding Revival and Addressing the Issues it Provokes; through the use of 

Scripture and church history reveals how we can intelligently cooperate with the Holy 

Spirit during times of revivals and awakenings and not reject His workings due to 

religious affections, physical phenomena or manifestations and that we may be not be 

caught unaware of the tactics of the enemy. 

This is the main thrust behind every prophetic utterance in the Old testament: A new covenant 

is coming. A better one. One where we become the temple. 

“I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be 

careful to observe My ordinances.” Ezekiel 36:27 

“This is the covenant I will make with the people of Israel after that time,” declares the 

LORD. “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, 

and they will be my people.” Jer 31:33 

The reason there is so much confusion in the church body today is we simply have not been 

taught the New Covenant. We accepted Christ as Savior, but we do not understand, really, what 

the new, better covenant is.  

WHAT REVIVALS HAVE HAPPENED TO US SINCE THE BOOK OF ACTS? 

 
We have to remember that revival has to do with God’s people—it happens in churches. America 
has had an unusual experience with revivals spreading from churches to whole regions and 
impacting our entire culture. You can’t understand American history without first understanding its 
revivals. 
 
There was the Great Awakening from 1734 to 1760 which laid the foundation for our whole country. 
As a matter of fact, the writers of the Constitution, although not all Christian, were all affected by 
the Great Awakening. “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge.” Their phenomenal 
wisdom about human nature and government came right out of the national experience of the Great 
Awakening. 
 
It began with Jonathan Edwards, who was greatly influenced by his grandfather, Solomon Stoddard. 
Stoddard wrote and preached about seeking God for revival and soul winning. Edwards preached a 
series on “Justification by Faith” in 1724 that sparked the first Great Awakening. 

 

The Second Great Awakening came after the American Revolution. The Revolution gave us 
independence but left the country almost spiritually bankrupt. Morals were down, and unbelief was 
rising. Thomas Paine, the great patriot, wrote a book called Age of Reason which argued against 
orthodox theology and the Bible. Age of Reason became the most popular book in American 
colleges, and the country was being drained of its soul. In response, a group of Baptist preachers got 
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together in 1794 and wrote a circular letter to churches of every denomination calling for everyone 
to have days of prayer for a new awakening. It happened in 1795 and by the end of the year whole 
towns were being converted. The Second Great Awakening became the longest lasting national 
revival in modern times (1795–1845). 
The next big revival was 1857–1858. There had been an economic panic in 1857. To help many of the 
businessmen, Jeremiah Lanphier announced a prayer meeting at noon. Six men came the first day, 
but within weeks it had grown to hundreds. Every church in New York was open at noon, and great 
numbers of men were getting saved when they came to prayer meeting. The prayer revival then 
spread all over the United States 

HOW DO REVIVALS AFFECT THE COMMUNITY AS A WHOLE? 

 
The Christians in the first century were filled with the Holy Ghost, spreading the Gospel of Christ, 
and it was said they turned the world upside down. The exact results may vary though. When Simon 
Peter stood up in Jerusalem and announced the resurrection of Christ, thousands were converted to 
Christ. But when Stephen, also full of the Holy Ghost, preached the Gospel to a small group of men, 
they murdered him. 
There is evidence that there was a revival among the Baptists in the Soviet Union in the 1960s. As a 
result, they didn’t overturn Communism; they went to Siberia and lost their lives instead. But they 
died in a state of revival. 
 
Over the years there have been times where wrong types of practices and businesses have closed 
down, and where courtrooms have run out of business because there wasn’t any crime. Sometimes 
the fruit is very visible, but I think you can have a revival without the visible changes. 

WHAT CAN INDIVIDUALS DO TO PREPARE FOR REVIVAL? 

 
We are not left in the dark about that. Because revival is produced by the truth, teaching the truth of 
God’s Word lays the groundwork for revival. When it comes down to having a revival, the Old and 
New Testaments tell us the same thing: humble yourself and seek God’s face. 
James 4, which is a revival passage, says, “Draw nigh to God, and he will draw nigh to you. Cleanse 
your hands, ye sinners; and purify your hearts, ye double minded. Be afflicted, and mourn, and 
weep: let your laughter be turned to mourning, and your joy to heaviness. Humble yourselves in the 
sight of the Lord, and he shall lift you up.” 
Revival comes when we humble ourselves and seek the face of God in prayer—being willing to yield 
everything, confess sins, get clean, and surrender our lives to God. When God’s people do that, He 
always responds with all the blessings He promised. Revival is not raising the bar so high it is out of 
reach. It can happen. We can humble ourselves. We can seek God’s face and willingly turn away 
from everything He shows us is wrong. Those two steps always bring revival to the heart. That is 
where we start. 
 

2. THE REVIVED  

They were a backslidden people. They were the children of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and 

they had been brought up in the faith. When they entered Egypt they were a chastened, God-

fearing company, but in the course of years they had sunk to the level of the life around them. 

Joshua tells us that the people served other gods in Egypt. The worship of the golden calf in 

the wilderness was a return to the religion to which they had become accustomed. 

A revival in the southern portion of the same continent over 3,000 years later will mean a 

return of backslidden people to the Lord. History has repeated itself. In Africa men have 

forgotten their fathers' God, and succumbed to the influences of the life around them. The 
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people outside of our churches, who make a holiday of a holy day, are not ignorant of God. 

They knew a church life at home; they came to us from godly homes; many of them have 

been in the Sunday schools of the older countries. Others, occasionally in our churches, were 

once more regular in their attendance upon the means of grace, and active in Christian 

service. A revival will mean a call to these to return to the faith of their fathers and to their 

first love. God is waiting to welcome such. He is ready to bless. Each backslider who returns 

will help to bring a blessing. Each returning one will encourage others. 

They were a poor and an oppressed people. They were enslaved. Their days were spent under 

the lash. They knew no day of rest. It was toil from early morn to late at night, from youth to 

old age. Their social conditions were radically wrong. But Moses did not wait for an 

improvement in their earthly lot before preaching to them the word of the Lord. They attained 

to faith before a commercial or social revival came. The spiritual was first, the temporal came 

as a result. There are many social conditions around us that need altering, and injustices that 

require attention.  

But legislation moves slowly. In the meantime we need not wait for better temporal 

circumstances before seeking for spiritual improvement. A revival of spiritual life is the 

quickest way to improve social conditions. A revived spiritual life means a quickened 

conscience all round. A new man means a new home, new homes mean new streets, new 

streets mean a new city. And an interest in the public welfare comes to the new man. A 

quickened conscience will put into operation good laws which are now practically a dead 

letter because of the lack of a healthy public opinion to make them effective; and it will also 

be productive of better legislation to remedy other evils still awaiting improved laws. 

And just as we do not need to wait for social reform before having a revival of spiritual life, 

so we do not need to wait for commercial revival before receiving an increase of spiritual 

blessing. Commercial depression and poverty must necessarily curtail schemes of church 

extension, and put a stop to building efforts; but no money is wanted to bring a revival. The 

spiritual life can be increased without the outlay of an additional penny. God can, and will, 

revive poor and a distressed people if they only look to Him. 

3. THE REVIVALISTS  

Moses and Aaron gathered the people. The text says that Moses and Aaron gathered the 

elders; but as the narrative speaks of the presence of the people, we conclude that the people 

were brought together through the elders. The assembling of the people is our united work. 

There are people to be gathered, and they need to be gathered in order to hear the Word of the 

Lord. If the services at God's house are helpful to us we should talk about them. We should 

make it known that a good thing is on, and endeavour to get others to the place where our 

spiritual life receives help. 

They preached the Word. All revivals have been accompanied with preaching. God's Spirit 

works through the Word. The revival in Wales is no exception; though temporarily, in many 

cases, the sermon was pushed on one side. But this was because all the Lord's people became 

prophets. The rank and file testified. Preaching, however, is more highly regarded in Wales 

now than ever. The new converts want instruction. "It pleased God by the foolishness of 

preaching to save them that believe." Let us know the words which the Lord hath spoken, and 

tell them out to others. 

They did the signs. What are the signs which God empowers us to give in order to win men to 

the faith? "By this shall all men know that ye are My disciples, if ye have love one to 

another." "The nations shall know that I am the Lord, when I shall be sanctified in you before 
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their eyes." If quarrels are made up; if fault-finding and backbiting are discontinued; if we 

cease to be selfcentred and learn to take a warm-hearted interest in others; if we are honest 

and pay our debts; and if we become contented, patient, and forgiving, signs will be given 

which will help men to believe. 

 

Chapter II. Revival In the Times of the Judges 

"And the children of Israel cried unto the Lord." Judges 10:10 

There are five seasons of Revival recorded in the book of Judges. The phrase, "the children of 

Israel cried unto the Lord," occurs in connection with each of these occasions. Each time the 

prayer comes after a long period of oppression. The same kind of circumstances accompany 

it. They forsake the Lord and serve the gods of other nations. Then they come into bondage, 

to those nations whose gods they serve. After years of oppression they repent and cry to God. 

Each time He hears them, and sends them a Saviour and deliverer. 

This is the story in brief: They served the King of Mesopotamia eight years, "and when the 

children of Israel cried unto the Lord, the Lord raised up a Saviour . . . Othniel." They were in 

bondage to Moab eighteen years, and "when the children of Israel cried unto the Lord, the 

Lord raised them up a Saviour . . . Ehud." They were in bondage to Jabin, King of Canaan, 

twenty years, "and the children of Israel cried unto the Lord" and Deborah and Barak were 

given in response to that cry. "And Israel was brought very low because of Midian (after 

seven years), and the children of Israel cried unto the Lord," and the Lord sent a prophet . . . 

and Gideon. Then they were in bondage to the Philistines and to the children of Ammon for 

eighteen years, "and the children of Israel cried unto the Lord," and His answer was Jephthah. 

It is the same story each time. The only alteration is in the name of the people to whom they 

were in bondage, the name of the deliverer sent in answer to their prayer, and the number of 

years in which they were held in bondage. In all the cases, except the last, we simply have the 

record "the children of Israel cried unto the Lord." What they said we do not know. In the last 

case, however, we have their prayer recorded; and I have no doubt that it is a fair specimen of 

the prayers of former occasions. They said: "We have sinned against Thee, both because we 

have forsaken our God, and also served Baalim." 

The revivals in the times of the Judges show that prayer occupies a principal part in the return 

of any people to the Lord. And the word "cry" is suggestive of the type of prayer that issues 

in blessing. It is the word most frequently used in the Old Testament to describe prayer. It 

speaks of distress. We cry out when we are in trouble. When Peter was sinking in the water 

he cried, "Lord, save me." The word cry tells of a distress that is felt. These people had been 

in uncomfortable circumstances for years, but the full meaning of their lot had not come 

home to them, and distressed their spirits, until now. But now they feel the shame and 

disgrace of their condition. The word suggests a need that is urgent. Peter could not wait for 

help when he cried. He wanted assistance at once. These people said: "Only deliver us, we 

pray Thee, this day." The word also speaks of a feeling of helplessness. They require some 

power from outside to come to their relief. They are in bondage. They cannot deliver 

themselves. They want a leader, a Saviour 

Men are in bondage to sin, and they are unconcerned. They are content with their bonds. 

They do not feel the shame and the disgrace of their position. And, whilst in that condition, 

there is no deliverance for them. But when they realise the power and tyranny of that to 

which they have sold themselves; when they discover the havoc it is playing with their 
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constitutions, their minds, their characters, and their futures; when they see that it is 

imperative for them to be set free; and when they wake up to the fact that they have no power 

to recover themselves, and that they need a Saviour; then if they cry to the Lord He will help 

them, and that right speedily. 

These prayers of the children of Israel represent the lowest form of prayer, that is, of 

successful prayer. There are requests that strike a much lower note than these, but then such 

are not answered. "Ye ask and receive not because ye ask amiss." 

These petitions are wholly for themselves. Their personal distress has called them forth. They 

do not pray for the sake of others, nor with any desire for the glory of God. The cry has been 

forced from them. Not until they could not help praying did they pray. They were in a corner. 

They had had no use for God when things seemed bright. They only came to Him when they 

could not do without Him. There was unmistakably an element of meanness in their attitude. 

Their cry was not for-power with which to serve God, but simply for deliverance from a cruel 

bondage. 

But all this that was in their prayers is in the prayers of most of us when first we begin to pray 

in earnest. Our first prayers are for ourselves. They are forced from us by some trouble. We 

have forgotten God, and given our heart and strength to our own interests and desires. When 

the fear of the harvest of our sins comes home to us, the fear of death and of judgement, we 

cry unto God. The first real prayers of many of us were selfish. A higher type comes later. 

Not until we are delivered do we begin to pray for others, and to long for God's name to be 

known and honoured. It is fear, and bondage, and trouble, that make us first cry out. 

But it is this cry which God hears. He begins with us as we are. He does not wait until we 

have been raised to a certain level before He listens. He hearkens to our cry as sinners first. 

He makes us saints, and then we pray as saints. But in the first place it is the cry of the 

publican, "God be merciful to me a sinner," that is heard. And this is where the gospel comes 

in, and where there is hope for us all. If God would not help us until we were on a higher 

platform of desire than the selfish one, we never should be heard. We cannot get higher until 

God hears our prayer and delivers us from sin and self. 

Let us notice what this cry of children of Israel included. There was Confession. They said: 

"We have sinned." And the confession was particular: "We have forsaken our God, we have 

served the Baalim." They knew wherein they had sinned, and they acknowledged their 

particular offence. The promise of forgiveness is preceded by the words, "if we confess our 

sins." It is not a general confession of sinnership that is required; that is acknowledged by all; 

but a particular confession of individual sinfulness. 

This is not the first time these people had acknowledged their transgressions. They are 

backsliders returning to God. And return to God is not easy. In this case the Lord said He 

would not hear them. He said: "Did I not save you from the Egyptians, and from the 

Amorites, from the children of Ammon, and from the Philistines? The Zidonians also, and the 

Amalekites, and Maonites did oppress you; and ye cried unto Me, and I saved you out of their 

hand.  

Yet ye have forsaken Me, and served other gods; wherefore I will save you no more. Go and 

cry unto the gods which ye have chosen; let them save you in the time of your distress." God 

practically told them that they had made a convenience of Him, and He was not going to have 

that done any more. Let them go to those whom they were serving. That was a perfectly fair 

proposition. It is not so easy, after repeated falls, to come back to God as it is to come to Him 

in the first place. The haunting fear of whether it will last, the remembrance of repeated 
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failings, and the recollection that we have meant well before, but have not been able to 

continue, all hinder us. Then repeated sinning makes us greater slaves to evil. Habits have 

become a part of us. No! it is not easy coming back to God after several falls. 

And it ought not to be easy. If is quite right that it should get harder, and that we should know 

it and feel it. It will make us more careful, and make us feel that to slip again is only to add to 

the difficulties of repentance. If we get the idea that God receives us as readily and easily 

each time, some amongst us may be for ever sinning and repenting. Forgiveness is 

wonderfully free on God's part, but it is not easy. Forgiveness is not an easy thing with us, 

and it is not an easy thing with God. Before the remission of sins could be preached as a 

gospel to the whole world, it was necessary for Christ to die. It cost God His Son to make 

forgiveness free to us. We must not have light views concerning the pardon of our sins. 

But though it is harder to get back, return is possible. These people persevered. They said: 

"We have sinned: do Thou unto us whatsoever seemeth good unto Thee; only deliver us, we 

pray Thee, this day. And they put away the strange gods from among them, and served the 

Lord." They valued forgiveness and deliverance. They became more urgent. And to their 

confession they added action. They gave a guarantee of their genuineness in that they gave up 

the things which were wrong; and, before deliverance came, they began to serve the Lord. 

That is the way the light breaks. There are evils that must be put away, and acts of obedience 

rendered before assurance of acceptance can come to the soul. Repentance, surrender to 

Christ, and confession of Him before men, must accompany prayer. Actions as well as 

plaintive speech are required to show that we are in earnest. We are to "bring forth fruits meet 

for repentance." 

And the cry of the children of Israel moved God. "His soul was grieved for the misery of 

Israel." God is unchangeable, but He is not immovable like a rock. His heart can be touched. 

There are things that appeal to Him. Genuine repentance, distress, strong desire, these things 

touch Him, and He responds. He will not leave a true man alone. If you really are anxious to 

be better, and to be delivered, God will come to your aid. "Wilt thou be made whole," He 

says. "If any man will come after Me," " Whosoever will." Where there is a will God will 

find a way to bless. "Those that hunger and thirst after righteousness & shall be filled." 

 

Chapter III. Revival Under Samuel 

“And Samuel spake unto all the house of Israel, saying: If ye do return unto the Lord with all 

your hearts, then put away the strange gods and Ashtaroth from among you, and prepare 

your hearts unto the Lord, and serve Him only; and He will deliver you out of the hand of the 

Philistines.” I Samuel vii. 3. 

BOTH the religious and the national life of Israel were at a low ebb. For years an old and 

feeble priest had been at the head of affairs. His sons ministered in the priest’s office. They 

were covetous and immoral, and used their position for their own vile ends. The offerings of 

the Lord were consequently abhorred. Their father, Eli, had not the courage to deal with them 

as a parent should, or to purify the service of the Lord’s house, as the position of high priest 

required him to do. The service of God was neglected and in disrepute. At this time the 

Philistines came against the people, and inflicted upon them a severe defeat. In their 

extremity the Israelites sent for the ark of God. They did not inquire into the moral reasons 

why the Lord’s help was not forthcoming. They turned superstitiously to a symbol instead of 

to the living God. Their religion was one of externals only, and was altogether independent of 
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questions of character. With the ark in their midst they fought another battle with the 

Philistines, but were defeated more disastrously than ever. The ark itself was taken, the 

priests were slain, and Shiloh, their national centre and the meeting place of their faith, was 

laid waste. For 20 years they were under the heel of the Philistines, and had no place where 

they gathered to worship God. Though the ark was returned by their oppressors, it was 

consigned to a private house. It was no longer a rallying point for their faith. Then the people 

began to lament after the Lord. They became conscious of His absence. There was a power 

and a blessing, once enjoyed, but now missed. The presence of the living God was their need. 

How this yearning found expression we do not know, but we have, in our text, the answer 

that Samuel gave to their longing. The instructions were obeyed. With all their heart they 

sought and served the Lord. A national assembly was convened, and ceremonies, expressive 

of their contrition and of their whole-hearted surrender to God, were observed. They 

confessed their sins, and individual cases were judged by Samuel, and his judgements were 

accepted. Then the Philistines gathered against them again. Samuel prayed for deliverance; 

and, before a blow was struck by them either in self-defence or for liberty, the power of the 

Lord was made manifest. In a thunderstorm He appeared and discomfited their foes. They 

saw that He was once more amongst them; and, acting under the inspiration of this, they 

pursued their enemies and were delivered out of their hands. National deliverance followed a 

general revival of religious faith and practice. The points we will notice in this story are: The 

Cause, The Conditions, and The Consequences of Revival. 

 

I. THE CAUSE OF REVIVAL. 

In our study of the revival under Moses in Egypt, we noticed that God is the great first, 

moving cause in such an event. That fact remains concerning all real religious awakenings. In 

this story we deal, however, with the secondary cause. 

The human cause was Samuel. He was the instrument that God used. When quite a boy the 

Lord had spoken to him and given him His first message. This was one of warning and 

rebuke to Eli for the careless way in which he dealt with his family and supervised the Lord’s 

work. After that “the Lord appeared again in Shiloh: for the Lord revealed Himself to Samuel 

in Shiloh by the word of the Lord. And the word of Samuel came to all Israel.” That is the 

record of 20 years before the revival. But the work that produced the great awakening began 

then. Our text must not be regarded as an isolated utterance of the great prophet at the end of 

the twenty years, but as an epitome of the message which, during that period, he was 

continually giving. The burden of his preaching was that the reason for their defeat and 

oppression was moral. The nation would not revive until religion revived. If there was a 

widespread reformation in their lives the Lord would give them deliverance. For twenty years 

Samuel preached this. It took all that time for it to sink into their minds. But it bore its fruit at 

last. The revival seemed sudden when it came, but it was the result of years of patient labour. 

This is a lesson we need to learn. 

A revival is sadly needed in this land. The religious life is low. Morality is conspicuous by its 

absence in much of our business life. Men have little conscience in the matter of debt. 

Gambling is indulged in to an alarming extent. Social evils grow. Not only are divorces on 

the increase, but the number of wives and families abandoned by their husbands is very great. 

An awakening that will touch the consciences of men is needed if religion is to be an 

aggressive force, and if our social, commercial and civic life is to be saved from ruin. With 

these facts before us, and encouraged by the Welsh Revival, we have begun to pray and work 

for revival. After a short time many have become discouraged. We see no great movement, 
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and we think we have expected too much. We begin to explain that the Revival in Wales is 

largely a matter of temperament, that the people are emotional, and naturally religious. We 

say it is impossible to have such a revival here. Our circumstances are so different, our 

populations are so mixed, we have such a mass of anti-Christian element. Judaism, 

Mahommedanism, Hindooism, Confucianism—all number their adherents by the thousand. 

The emigrants from Continental Europe have a lower moral standard than the British and the 

Dutch, and a greater mixture of superstition with their religion. All these combine against the 

atmosphere that would issue in a revival. But our God is equal to all this. The special 

difficulties are a challenge to His power and to our faith. The greater the difficulty and the 

need, the greater the reason for a revival. But we must have patience. We must be prepared to 

work long, and to do what, in the political world, Lord Rosebery calls spade work. God’s best 

things can only be given to those who show appreciation of their value by persistent desire 

and effort to obtain them. The spasmodic prayers that represent flitting desires, though they 

are good, He does not answer. The prayers which reveal the settled longing of the heart are 

the prayers He heeds. And it takes time to reveal that such desires are possessed by us. 

Some may be inclined to say: “If we only had a man like Samuel amongst us we should soon 

have a revival. But we lack an outstanding leader.” Wales has given us the answer to this. 

The work there is the work of no one man. God has used many men, and many of humble 

origin. There is a story told concerning the football team of Harvard University which is also 

appropriate to this. For several seasons the Harvard team was beaten by those from the Yale 

and Pennsylvania Universities. Three young men gave themselves to the task of finding the 

cause, and also a remedy. The tide of defeat was stayed, and then it turned to victory. One 

day, after beating Yale by 28 to nil, a friend enquired about the new plan, and received a 

reply to the effect that every member of the old team was a star. Each was the best in his own 

particular line, and each played his own particular part, but the playing was that of 

individuals. “Now,” he said, “we have only one star, but we have a team. We all work 

together.” Is there not in that a hint for us? A number of us working together can equal a 

Samuel. With faith in and consecration to God, and with a conviction of the need of and 

desire for revival, the blessing can come through us. 

 

II. THE CONDITIONS OF REVIVAL. 

1. Earnestness.—” If ye do return unto the Lord with all your hearts,” said Samuel. That is, 

if you are in earnest, then put away, the strange gods. Nothing that is required to bring revival 

can be done unless, first of all, there be whole-heartedness. “If you mean business,” Samuel 

seems to say, “I can give you the programme, but it turns upon this, ‘If with all your hearts.’” 

But this earnestness that must precede everything else must continue throughout and 

permeate the remaining conditions. After putting away comes: "Prepare your hearts unto the 

Lord,” or “set” or “make firm your hearts.” Also "serve Him only.’’ The whole thing must be 

done with the entire being. 

John Collett Ryland, in the eighteenth century, at the age of 20, wrote these words: “If there 

is ever a God in heaven or earth, I vow and protest, in His strength, or that God permitting 

me, I’ll find Him out; and I’ll know whether He loves or hates me; or I’ll die and perish, soul 

and body, in the pursuit and search.” Ryland not only found God, but became one of His 

ministers. Within six years of writing this he was called to be the pastor of a Baptist church. 

Such earnestness cannot fail of finding God. “The kingdom of heaven suffereth violence, and 

the violent take it by force.” 
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2. Repentance.—Though the people had forgotten God they had not altogether discarded 

religion. In the place of the true they had put the false. The false gods and the practices 

connected therewith must now be put on one side. Whilst the mind was occupied with other 

gods, the true God could not be seen. The heart must be wholly turned to Him to see Him; 

and in order to do this that which filled the vision must be put on one side. In this country we 

have not to face the substitution of a false religion for the true, so much as we have to face 

the substitution of the things of this life for the eternal. “The pure in heart shall see God." The 

reverse is true : “The impure shall not see Him.” Lust blinds the eyes to God. Men cannot see 

Him, or be sure of Him, when they are lustful. It is easy and natural to be sceptical when 

impure. 

Money is as blinding to the true vision as lust. If men are wholly occupied with the pursuit of 

wealth, and are determined upon getting money, they cannot see God. It is not a question so 

much of whether the methods of getting it are justifiable or unscrupulous, as it is the 

absorption in the pursuit of it. A man who has no time for anything else but business, though 

he run his business honestly, will find that God is outside his vision. His whole horizon is 

filled with that which absorbs him. Men must turn from the whole-hearted pursuit of money 

if they would get right with God. 

Ambition is equally blinding. “How can ye believe,” Christ said, “which receive honour one 

of another, and seek not the honour that cometh from God only?” If the praise of our fellows 

be the dominant motive of our life we cannot find God. If we are prevented from taking our 

stand for Him, simply because it would mean the contempt of those whose good will we 

value, we shall find it impossible to be refreshed and helped by His presence. The inspiring, 

comforting, purifying effect of His presence is worth every sacrifice; and anything that is 

first, and places Him in a secondary position, must be put on one side. 

This repentance includes confession. The children of Israel gathered at Mizpah and said: 

“We have sinned against the Lord.” The facts of one’s life must be faced. The sins must be 

acknowledged. The responsibility for them must be taken. The blame must not be put upon 

circumstances. True confession is accepting the guilt. “If we confess our sins He is faithful 

and just to forgive us our sins. 

But confession is not completed by making a secret acknowledgment unto the Lord. If our 

sins have been against individuals, and these are within reach of our word, the confession 

must be made ‘to them. “Confess your faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye 

may be healed,” says James. “Samuel judged the children of Israel in Mizpah.” The 

individual cases came before him, and wrongs were righted. Relationships that were 

discordant were made harmonious. When people are ready to make up their quarrels revival 

is not far off. 

 

III. THE CONSEQUENCES OF REVIVAL. 

1. Unity — The Book of Judges concludes with the sentence: “Every man did that which was 

right in his own eyes.” There was no recognized head. Eli, as high priest, never rallied or 

united the people. Not till Samuel came was the old unity restored. Now “all the house of 

Israel lamented after the Lord.” “Samuel spake unto all the house of Israel.” “And Samuel 

said: Gather all Israel to Mizpah.” 

Revival always means unity. In Wales the churches have never been so one as at the present 

time. Though the distinctive rite of the Baptists has been more in evidence than ever, 40,000 

out of the 8o,ooo converts having been publicly baptised, the harmony of the churches has 
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not been disturbed. In spite of the fierce controversy over the Education Act, Church of 

England clergymen have joined with the ministers of the Free Churches in the meetings for 

prayer and the care of the converts. The points of agreement are seen to be more; and whilst 

individual convictions are not lessened, they do not divide the workers. 

In South Africa revival would mean not only greater unity amongst the churches, but 

amongst our various races. The great mission of Gipsy Smith brought together in the centres 

he visited men who had been separated for years, and, that kind of thing would be multiplied 

throughout the land if revival should sweep over it like a great wave. 

2. Conflict — The children of Israel could not bestir themselves without their gathering 

appearing to be a challenge to the Philistines. Sooner or later the two powers must be pitted 

one against the other. Revival does not mean ease. It is a preparation for work. It will either 

arouse the organized forces of evil into open hostility, or it will compel the Christian forces to 

attack them more seriously. 

3. Deliverance — “And He will deliver you out of the hand of the Philistines!” When the 

religious life of a country is low the wicked prosper, and at the expense of the majority of the 

people. Drinking corporations flourish, monopolies and trusts come to great estate, wealth is 

amassed without any consideration for those who are pushed on one side. Dividends have to 

be paid, and corporations are heartless. Revival means a great awakening of the public 

conscience, and with that awakening deliverance from greed and selfishness and corruption 

will follow. 

 

Chapter IV. Revival Under Asa 

A GREAT revival of religion took place in the fifteenth year of the reign of Asa, king of 

Judah. The awakening was different from any of those which we have already considered. It 

did not follow a period of religious decline, but an era of reformation. Neither was it 

occasioned by national adversity, causing the people in despair to turn to God; but it came 

after a season of increase and prosperity; and after a great national victory and deliverance. 

During the two preceding reigns, the worship of Jehovah had been pushed into the 

background, and the erection of idols, and places for their worship, had proceeded with the 

active support of the rulers. Upon Asa’s accession ecclesiastical reform was immediately 

effected. The State policy was reversed. The people were commanded to observe, the law of 

God, and an active campaign against idolatry was instituted. A period of quiet settled upon 

the land, and the freedom from external attack was utilized for internal development and the 

strengthening of the national defences. After ten years of progress, an army of one million 

Ethiopians came against Judah. Asa took the field] with only half that number of soldiers. But 

Asa “cried unto the Lord.” And the Lord heard his prayer and gave a mighty victory to His 

people. 

As the king and his hosts returned, the prophet Azariah met them and called their attention to 

the condition of Israel during the times of the judges, and to the fact that whenever the people 

turned to God He was found of them. Encouraged by the story of the past and the exhortation 

of the prophet, the zeal of Asa was quickened, and the work of reformation was carried 

further still. There were some abuses that had not yet been dealt with, and there were works 

for God which had not been undertaken. Following this increased zeal against the false faiths 

and on behalf of the true, was the calling of a national assembly at Jerusalem. The success 

which had crowned Asa’s reforming zeal in the early years, the response made by God to his 
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faith in the hour of national danger, the further zeal following the words of the prophet, all 

served to awaken the religious spirit in the people. They came “to him in abundance when 

they saw that the Lord his God was with him.” In the fifteenth year of his reign Asa found his 

policy and example had borne fruit, and that his subjects were thoroughly infected with the 

spirit that animated him. “They entered into a covenant to seek the Lord God of their fathers 

with all their heart and with all their soul.” And in accordance with the law which said, “He 

that sacrificeth unto any god, save unto the Lord only, he shall be utterly destroyed,” they 

determined that “whosoever would not seek the Lord God of Israel should be put to death. ” 

The revival was marked with great joy.  

The people “rejoiced at the oath, for they had sworn with all their heart, and sought Him with 

their whole desire.” Asa also found another matter claiming his attention. The queen, 

Maacah, mother of the king, had erected an idol in a grove. This he destroyed, and Maacah he 

deposed. A further period of rest—this time of 20 years—marked the Lord’s approval of the 

national awakening. This story shows 

I. THAT REVIVAL IS POSSIBLE IN A TIME OF PROSPERITY. 

The majority of the revivals of the Bible, and the majority of those in the Christian era, have 

followed periods of religious decline and of national trouble. It is with nations as with 

individuals— trouble is generally required to make them turn to the Lord. Not till we are in 

extreme case do we, as a rule, seek Him. And so it is possible for us to feel that revival 

cannot come without trouble.  

The statement has been frequently made about ourselves in South Africa that we have to be 

brought a good deal lower yet before any great blessing can come to us. It is true we have had 

a long spell of disastrous events, and that the spirit of our people is not yet one of deep 

humility before the Lord. If there is no great turning to the Lord we shall probably see more 

trouble and prolonged uncertainty. But there is nothing on God’s side necessitating further 

chastisement. It is only human perversity that makes trouble a preliminary to blessing. The 

history of Asa shows that God’s Spirit can work at all times. Other stories have told us that 

adversity is not a bar to revival. This one tells us that though prosperity is not generally 

conducive to it, it need not hinder it. 

 

II. REVIVAL IS HELPED BY A REMEMBRANCE OF THE PAST. 

Azariah’s address about former awakenings was a great stimulus to Asa. When he heard the 

prophecy he took courage. The prophecy was in the ancient story. What had been could be 

again. The history of the past is always possible in like conditions. In the time of the 

Judges—or rather in the period covered off and on by their rule, for their rule was spasmodic, 

not continuous—there had been great awakenings. The people were leaderless; civil 

government was not established; the work of God was unorganized; every city was in danger 

of attack ; there was no security anywhere for life or property; and yet in such conditions the 

people had sought and found the Lord. If this were possible then, what was not possible now? 

They were strong; the throne was firmly established; the country was safe; preachers had 

liberty to give their messages; the priests had facilities for sacrifice; and the influence of the 

court was all on the side of good.  

The story of the past was certainly possible of repetition. And in this manner we should 

encourage ourselves to-day. We read of many awakenings in Old Testament times, in seasons 

of adversity and prosperity, with the help of the king, and sometimes with his influence on 

the opposite side. About sixteen revivals are recorded, or hinted at, between the times of 
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Moses and Nehemiah. These awakenings occurred before the advent of Christ, before the 

knowledge of God and of His will was so clear as it is to-day, and before His Spirit was 

poured out as at Pentecost. How much more possible is revival for us? The conditions are far 

more favourable. 

Then the history of revival in the Christian era is helpful. God has never been without 

witness. In the darkest ages men have stood up for Him, and won others too. When 

confession of Christ meant death, the preaching of the Word imprisonment, attendance at 

public worship and possession of the Scriptures the confiscation of goods, revivals occurred.  

Before freedom of conscience was established, before printing was invented, and when; after 

the invention of printing, the Bible was a dear book, and the common people could not read, 

in all these times religious awakenings took place. With the multiplication of Christian 

agencies and influence, and the widespread diffusion of the Scriptures, coupled with the 

abiding presence of the Holy Spirit, what wonderful seasons of refreshing may be ours. 

The revival in Jonathan Edwards’ church in America in the eighteenth century was 

occasioned by hearing of revival in England. The story of it in that church called forth 

prayerful and expectant effort in other quarters. The revival in Ireland and Wales in 1859 was 

helped by the story of a similar event in the United States in 1857, and the revival in Ireland 

and Wales led to a like work of grace in England and Scotland. The present awakening in 

Wales has already borne fruit in other lands; and in this country the blessing we are expecting 

will be largely due to the prayerful interest with which that movement is being followed. 

 

III. REVIVAL REQUIRES AN INCREASE OF SPIRITUAL LIFE AMONGST 

THOSE ALREADY POSSESSING IT. 

Asa had taken a strong stand against evil; he had put his hand with considerable energy to 

good things; he had exhibited great faith in a time of trouble; he had given evidence that he 

had learnt the art of successful prayer; and he had been blessed so conspicuously that people 

saw that God was with him, and yet there was room for improvement. There were evils still 

tolerated in the country and in his home. And there were also works of God awaiting his 

hand. The altar of the Lord required renewal, and the dedicated things needed to be brought 

into the temple. And when Asa consecrated himself to these things God sent the blessing. 

In an admirable book on “The Revival in Wales and some of its Hidden Springs,” Mrs. Penn 

Lewis traces the awakening there to a series of conventions and meetings, in which good men 

and women entered into a deeper life. If the tone of the life of the members of our churches 

be considerably raised the blessing will not tarry. The great masses of the people are 

unreached by our church agencies. They will not come to our meetings; but they are all 

touched during the week, in daily life, by Christian people. 

If in the midst of the world our spirit be different from its spirit, if there we are gentle, patient 

and forgiving, happy and contented, unselfish and loving, the masses will be brought face to 

face with personified Christianity. They will pause and consider its meaning. It will first 

rebuke them, and then in many cases it will win them. “The strangers out of Ephraim and 

Manasseh and out of Simeon fell to Asa in abundance, when they saw that the Lord his God 

was with him.” The outsiders were reached by the deepening of his religious life. 
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IV. REVIVAL NECESSITATES DRASTIC MEASURES WITH EVILS. 

Idolatry is degrading to character and demoralizing to social life. It obscures God. The world 

was so sunk in it that it was necessary for a people to be called out from the world, separated 

from it, and by strong laws and discipline purified from the prevailing faith and practices, in 

order that the true faith might be planted, preserved, and propagated. The history of the Jews 

shows that idolatry could not be dealt with on any other line but an intolerant one. In the New 

Testament the firm and intolerant attitude of the nation to evil is laid upon the individual. 

Habits which are as much a part of us as hands and eyes are to be surgically treated if they 

hinder the soul’s growth. The power of God can only flow through the man whose life is 

clearly and definitely severed from sin. The same position must, be taken by the church. Her 

hands must be free from everything that degrades the life of the people. There are evils 

amongst us as demoralizing as idolatry was amongst the Jews. 

The drink is one of these. The terrible increase of insanity, which is a national peril, is due to 

drink more than to any other one cause. Crime, poverty, and disease each owes more to 

intoxicants than to any other single thing. The physique, the mental power, the wealth, the 

social life, the character and security of our people, are threatened by this terrible scourge. 

The church must not be afraid to be intolerant of it. We are told we must not interfere with 

the liberty of the subject. But the liberties of us all have been long interfered with through the 

freedom and licence granted to “the trade.” The church should purge itself completely of the 

evil. No one interested in the liquor traffic should be elected to its sacred offices, and all 

should take the total abstinence position. Any other platform but the total abstinence one is 

ineffective for God’s people to occupy. 

Another evil sapping the best life of the country is gambling. The complete absorption of the 

masses of the people in sport—an absorption that means that in the time of national trouble 

the issue of a football or cricket match puts in the shade the issue of a battle or a campaign, 

an absorption that means that questions upon which the nation’s future depends, and upon 

which each man is called to vote, are only seriously discussed by the few—is due not to the 

active participation of the people in the games themselves, but to the betting and sweepstakes 

connected therewith.  

And this interest means that the masses are financially and personally interested in the issue 

of each sporting event, and whilst the issue of these events is uncertain, the employer does 

not and cannot have the whole-hearted attention of his employees. The gambling spirit is 

against efficiency in business; and to men handling money it is a constant source of 

temptation. It fosters the spirit of dependence upon chance, and is a menace to honest, steady 

toil. Members of Christian churches should abstain from betting, sweepstakes, and playing 

for money in games of chance; and the churches in their corporate capacity should rigorously 

exclude all raffling, etc., from bazaars and sales of work. If the church allows these things, 

even “for a good cause,” it cannot protest effectually against the evil. 

 

V. REVIVAL CALLS FOR COURAGEOUS AND PURPOSEFUL EFFORT. 

The conqueror of a million, himself at the head of an army of half a million victorious 

soldiers, is urged to be strong; and told that his hands should not be weak. The courage of the 

battlefield fails in the presence of moral evil. A different spirit is wanted to stand against sin, 

especially when that sin is in one’s own household. It did my heart good the other night to 

hear two or three strapping young men, who looked as if they would be afraid of no one, 

confessing their weakness to the Lord, and asking Him to give them courage to confess Christ 
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before their comrades. “Even the youths shall faint and be weary, and the young men shall 

utterly fall; but they that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength.” 

Asa not only needed courage but purpose. He made up his mind to obey the Lord, and to 

work for the blessing promised. There is need for Christians to consecrate themselves for the 

work of revival. It will not come without definite purpose on the part of some. Individuals 

must make up their minds to live for this purpose, to study the laws of revivals, and to work 

and pray wholeheartedly for blessing. With courageous and purposeful effort the work will be 

hastened. 

 

Chapter V. Revival Under Elijah 

I Kings, xvii. and xviii.  

In the reign of Ahab and Jezebel the children of Israel were becoming confirmed in idolatry. 

For over fifty years the people had been departing from the old faith, until the worship of 

Baal had become the State religion. For the first time in their history their ancient faith was 

persecuted. Men worshipped Jehovah with their lives in their hands. The prophets of the Lord 

were hunted down and put to death. One hundred of them were saved through the help of 

Obadiah, a friend at court, who hid them in a cave and supplied them with bread and water. 

The people were contented with this state of things. The country was prosperous; new towns 

were built; large palaces, public buildings, and temples were erected; and the prestige of the 

nation amongst the surrounding peoples was high. 

One man, however, was studying his Bible. It was a small book compared with the one we 

have to-day. In it he found these words: “It shall come to pass, if ye shall hearken diligently 

unto My commandments which I command you this day, to love the Lord your God, and to 

serve Him with all your heart, and with all your soul, that I will give you the rain of your land 

in his due season, the first rain and the latter rain, that thou mayest gather in thy corn, and thy 

wine, and thine oil. And I will send grass in thy fields for thy cattle, that thou mayest eat and 

be full. Take heed to yourselves, that your heart be not deceived, and ye turn aside, and serve 

other gods, and worship them; and then the Lord’s wrath be kindled against you, and He shut 

up the heaven, that there be no rain, and that the land yield not her fruit; and lest ye perish 

quickly from off the good land which the Lord giveth you.” Under the influence of this, 

Elijah “prayed earnestly that it might not rain.” It was an awful prayer, but he saw that if the 

people were to be won back to the faith of their fathers they must reap the consequences of 

their idolatry. They were not open to argument. They were utterly indifferent to the claims of 

God, and would not give them a moment’s thought. It was imperative that they should find 

the way of transgressors to be hard; and so Elijah prayed that God’s Word might be fulfilled. 

When he was sure that what the Lord had said would come to pass he publicly announced the 

course of events. In the court of the king he declared : “As the Lord God of Israel liveth, 

before whom I stand, there shall not be dew nor rain these years, but according to my word.” 

And then under command from God he retired from public life. 

For three and a half years the Word of God was not preached. There was a famine of the 

Word. And there was also another famine. The logic of events was to make its appeal to the 

people. A drought settled upon the country. The land gradually dried up. The sky, for month 

after month, remained a pitiless blue. The crops failed; the cattle and sheep pined away; the 

people sickened and died. Ahab had the country scoured in vain to find provision for his 

horses. Under the stress of these years a scapegoat had to be found, and Elijah was denounced 



REVIVAL HISTORY PIETERSE, DANNYBOY 

 

as the cause of all the trouble. There was not a place known to the king to which he did not 

send for the prophet. A price was upon his head. But the judgment was doing its work. As the 

hearts of the people fainted within them they were being prepared to hear God’s message. 

They were getting hungry for comfort and help; and when the time was ripe Elijah was 

bidden to show himself to Ahab. This he did. But the king had no power to arrest him. There 

was a power with him that made the king tremble in his presence.  

The subject commanded the ruler. Under the direction of Elijah, Ahab summoned a national 

assembly. The people gathered in their thousands, and Elijah appealed to the masses direct 

with his message. “How long,” he said, “halt ye between two opinions? If the Lord be God, 

follow Him; but if Baal, then follow him.” To this there was no response. “The people 

answered him not a word.” Then he proposed a test. Two bullocks should be selected for 

sacrifice. One should be prepared by the prophets of Baal, the other by himself. These should 

be placed on altars with wood, but no fire. “And,” said the prophet, “call ye on the name of 

your gods, and I will call on the name of the Lord: and the god that answereth by fire, let him 

be God.” To this the people agreed.  

The bullocks were brought, and the prophets of Baal were given the first opportunity of 

obtaining the desired effect. For hours, in the hottest part of the day, with the burning rays of 

the sun shining upon their offering, these men, 450 in number, arrayed in all the 

paraphernalia of their office, careered and danced around their altar, crying, “O Baal, hear us! 

O Baal, hear us ” Tricks were impossible in the daylight, and under the eyes of such a 

multitude. As the hours dragged on the excitement rose, and in their frenzy they jumped upon 

the altar, cried aloud, and cut themselves with knives. But “there was neither voice, nor any 

to answer, nor any that regarded.” 

Then Elijah called the people near to him. The altar of the Lord, which was broken down, 

was repaired; the sacrifice was made ready; the wood was saturated with water; over the 

whole water was poured three times, and the trench surrounding the altar was filled. Then 

Elijah prayed: “Lord God of Abraham, Isaac, and of Israel, let it be known this day that Thou 

art God in Israel, and that I am Thy servant, and that I have done all these things at Thy word. 

Hear me, O Lord, hear me; that this people may know that Thou art the Lord God, and that 

Thou hast turned their heart back again.” And he did not pray in vain. The fire of the Lord 

fell, and “when all the people saw it, they fell on their faces, and they said, The Lord, He is 

the God; the Lord, He is the God.” The people returned en masse to the God of their fathers. 

The prophets of Baal were destroyed. The national repentance was complete. 

But as yet there was not a speck in the sky. The heavens continued to be as brass. But the 

people had repented, and Elijah once more publicly committed God. He declared that there 

was the sound of abundance of rain; and with that promise ringing in their ears the people 

returned to their homes. Elijah’s work, however, was not complete. Though the promise of 

God was so absolute, and so certain of fulfilment, it needed human co-operation to make it 

effective. “Thus saith the Lord God, I will yet for this be inquired of by the house of Israel to 

do it for them.” Elijah retired to pray, and as earnestly as he had requested that it might not 

rain, so now he prayed that the showers might fall. And when a cloud no bigger than a man’s 

hand appeared in the sky he sent word at once to Ahab to hasten home before the storm 

broke. 

On the surface of the story Elijah appears to us as a man of gigantic character, and quite 

impossible of imitation. But the Apostle James assures us he "was a man subject to like 

passions as we are". There were moments when he exhibited cowardice, faint-heartedness, 
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and hopelessness, as we are prone to do. His greatness was due to that which is possible to us 

all—faith and prayer. 

Elijah believed in the living God. “As the Lord God of Israel liveth before Whom I stand. 

This he said in the presence of Ahab. When he was before the whole court the most real 

being to him was God. He lived his life and uttered his words in the presence always of the 

King of Kings. To Him he was responsible. And this faith he had in an atmosphere similar to 

the one in which we live and work during the week. God is not real to the people of this land. 

He is not in all their thoughts. Business and pleasure absorb, and are realities; but God is far 

away. The complete banishment of God from the thoughts of the majority creates an 

atmosphere that affects our faith and our spiritual perceptions. In such an atmosphere Elijah 

also moved. But he came to it from another one.  

In retirement he had fellowship with God, he pondered over His words, he allowed them to 

sink into his soul till they governed his desires and thoughts. His inner life was brought into 

harmony with the revealed will of God. And after breathing this atmosphere for hours he 

could move amongst men and be unaffected by the air they breathed. His spiritual health was 

such that the diseased ideas of men could not impregnate him. When the presence of God is 

cultivated it becomes an overpowering, mastering sense, and with it a man moves 

victoriously amongst his fellows. It is not belief in the being of God that is our need, nor the 

furnishing of the mind with arguments for His existence; but the sense of God, of His 

presence, of His sympathy and imminent help, and of our responsibility to Him. Such a 

feeling will enable us to act independently of the fear of man, and will make us strong. 

Elijah believed in the Word of God. He had no doubts about its truth. What God had said 

would come to pass. His words were not idle ones. His promises and threatenings were 

equally true. The latter were righteous and necessary. It was not vindictiveness, nor delight in 

human misery, that caused God to threaten, but love for the souls of men. The threatenings 

were warnings. Their fulfilment was to turn men back to Him. “That they may know that 

Thou hast turned their hearts back again.” This word needed to be received by men. It called 

them to co-operate with God for its fulfilment. It was a guide. It contained a program. To this 

program human acquiescence was necessary. 

Men must consent to it as good and just. The will revealed in it was a will to be accomplished 

through men. It was made known in order to bring men into line with God. So, accepting the 

word, and loving the people and the honour of God, Elijah prayed that, until their hearts were 

right they might know the bitterness of sin. The absence of rain was terrible, but contentment 

in a state of sin was a greater calamity. And when the people were broken under the influence 

of the drought he prayed again that rain might come. 

God’s Word abides. Such a faith as Elijah’s we require. The program of the Bible should be 

studied by us. To it we should agree. The revealed will of God should be our delight. For the 

realization of the promises we should pray and work. 

This faith governed Elijah’s life. It gave him courage to face Ahab and to tell him the truth. It 

enabled him to preach judgment to a people who did not believe in such a thing, and to whom 

such a doctrine was repugnant. He believed in the mercy of God to an unthinking, rebellious 

nation. God was more anxious to give rain than to withhold it. His faith enthused him, and he 

desired to communicate it. The people needed it. He desired they should understand and 

receive it. Prayer, hard work, earnestness, clear teaching, strong, loving desire, were born of 

such convictions. He could not help preaching. Such truths as he held with such intensity 

could not be bottled up. They must find expression. And the faith that enthused him was 

contagious. Men could not help feeling its power. It swayed the people. And though in some 
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quarters it did not convince, it triumphed. It bore down the opposition of unbelief, and was 

found to be unanswerable. His faith, and not the unbelief of Ahab, ruled the people. 

Such a faith, fed by the Word of God, and fostered in hours of retirement, is possible to us, 

and will make us instruments of revival to the people amongst whom we dwell. 

 

Chapter 4 

When God Brings Revival (Luke 1:5-17) 

Have you ever prayed for something over and over again, year in and year out, but God has not 

answered? I hope that you can answer yes, because if you say no, it only shows that you are not a 

praying person. If you pray, you have prayed for things that God has not yet answered. 

One unanswered prayer that every committed Christian should be praying is that God would send 

revival to our country. It is as of yet unanswered because nothing that is being described as 

revival today even comes close to the many examples of true revival that God has sent in times 

past. True revival is not a matter of hanging a banner in front of the church that announces, 

“Revival This Week, 7 p.m.” True revival is not a superficial, emotional response that results in a 

temporary experience, but no long-term fruit of righteousness. 

True revival is when the living God sovereignly and powerfully breaks into human history with 

the good news of His salvation. It invariably begins with His people coming under deep 

conviction of sin and turning from that sin in genuine repentance. It always involves a recovery of 

biblical truth, especially the truth about how sinners are reconciled to a holy God. Therefore, it 

also involves a recovery of the centrality and authority of God’s Word over all of life. The 

renewed sense of God’s presence, power, holiness, and truth then inevitably spills out of the 

church and into the world, resulting in many genuine conversions. If you want to read two 

excellent books on the subject, I recommend Revival, by Martyn Lloyd-Jones, and Revival and 

Revivalism, by Iain Murray. 

Our text records God breaking into history with the greatest revival ever, since it involved the 

coming of the Savior into this world. If our nation is to be spared God’s awful judgment for our 

many sins, we desperately need true revival. Therefore, these verses deserve our careful attention. 

Most students of the history of revivals acknowledge that God is sovereign concerning when and 

where He sends revival. We cannot plan and orchestrate such a powerful moving of Almighty 
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God. As John Blanchard has put it, “Man can no more organize revival than he can dictate to the 

wind” (in “Reformation & Revival” catalog, p. 10). Yet, at the same time, there are certain 

conditions that are common to most revivals. While meeting the conditions does not guarantee 

revival, not meeting the conditions surely prohibits revival. Our text is no exception. It shows us, 

While God is sovereign in bringing revival, we must be prepared to receive His sovereign grace. 

God is sovereign in bringing revival. 

Zecharias and his wife, Elizabeth, were faithful, believing Jews, both from the tribe of Levi. Luke 

sets the scene for what follows by informing us that they had no child and that they were both 

advanced in years (1:7). As a priest, Zecharias would serve at the temple for two one-week 

periods each year, apart from the three great festivals (Howard Marshall, Commentary on Luke 

[Eerdmans], p. 52). Because of the great number of priests, estimated at between 18,000 and 

20,000, they used a system of lots to determine which priests got to offer the incense on the altar 

in the holy place. This was a once in a lifetime privilege (Mishnah, Tamid 5.2), and so it would 

have been the high point of Zecharias’ priestly ministry. 

The incense offering pictured the prayers of God’s people rising up to Him in a pleasing aroma. 

While the priest offered incense inside the holy place, outside the worshipers were praying. The 

most common prayer was that God would visit His people with salvation through the Messiah. As 

Zecharias was offering the incense, suddenly an angel appeared to him and announced that his 

prayers had been heard. He and his wife would have a son, and he would not be an ordinary son, 

but the very one predicted by Malachi, the forerunner who would prepare the way for the Lord. 

Walter Liefeld states, “God was breaking into the ancient routine of Jewish ritual with the word 

of his decisive saving act” (Expositor’s Bible Commentary [Zondervan], 8:826). 

There is debate about whether Zecharias would have been offering prayer for a son at this sacred 

moment in his priestly ministry. Most likely he was praying with everyone else for the 

deliverance of Israel, but in His grace, God answered his prayer for the Messiah to come and at 

the same time answered his prayers of many years for a son. But the angel’s sudden appearance 

with this great news, not only of a son for Zecharias and Elizabeth, but of the soon coming of the 

Messiah, shows us how … 
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A. GOD SOVEREIGNLY TAKES THE INITIATIVE IN REVIVAL. 

It had been 400 years since God’s people had heard a word from God. As in the days just before 

Samuel’s ministry, “word from the Lord was rare in those days, visions were infrequent” (1 Sam. 

3:1). All this while, a faithful remnant among God’s people was praying that He would fulfill His 

longstanding promise of sending salvation through His Messiah. Then, suddenly, without 

advance notice, God broke into history and announced what He was about to do in the birth of 

John the Baptist. 

Although Luke does not explain the meaning of any of the Hebrew names for his Gentile readers, 

I cannot help but think that there is a divine significance to each of them. John means “God has 

been gracious,” and that was certainly fitting. Liefeld states, “That the child was named before his 

birth stresses God’s sovereignty in choosing him to be his servant” (ibid.). Commenting on verse 

15, Howard Marshall states, “The language expresses divine choice and care of a person from his 

very birth, but here in connection with 1:41-44 a pre-natal sanctification of John is implied; even 

before he was born, the hand of God was on him to prepare him for his work. Thus in the 

strongest possible way the divine choice of John for his crucial task is stressed” (p. 58). 

The name Zecharias means “God remembers,” and it shows us that no matter how long it may 

seem to us, God has not forgotten His covenant promises. The meaning of the name Elizabeth is 

not as certain, but it probably means, “My God is an oath,” pointing to God’s absolute 

faithfulness to His sworn promises. Together, these three names, John, Zecharias, and Elizabeth, 

point us to God’s sovereign grace toward His chosen people. In the matter of salvation, God 

sovereignly and faithfully takes the initiative in His time in accordance with His covenant of 

grace. 

B. GOD OFTEN WAITS UNTIL TIMES ARE DARK AND HOPELESS BEFORE HE SENDS 

REVIVAL. 

It was “in the days of Herod” that this word of hope came to Zecharias. Herod was an immoral, 

violent king of Edomite descent who claimed to be a Jew in his religion, but was such in name 

only. He reigned as king of Judea from 37-4 BC. He held onto power by murdering numerous 

family members over the years, including one son just five days before his own death. He was the 

same tyrant who slaughtered the infants of Bethlehem in his attempt to kill the newborn king of 

the Jews. It was near the end of this evil reign that the Lord broke into history with His gracious 

message to Zecharias. 
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Herod’s reign followed the 400 silent years from the time of Malachi, years when Israel had been 

oppressed by various foreign powers. Even religion in Israel was corrupt. The high priests and 

members of the Sanhedrin vied for power and prestige. They made a healthy profit in the business 

of selling animals for sacrifice in the temple precincts. It was a bleak situation spiritually and 

morally. Perhaps in spite of his name, “God remembers,” Zecharias often wondered if God had 

forgotten His people. 

But it’s often at such bleak times that God breaks into history with true revival. His power is 

made perfect in our weakness. Both personally and nationally, God’s salvation is revealed to 

those who are helpless in themselves, who have no hope but God Himself. It was not a 

coincidence that when God wanted to raise up Samuel as a prophet for Israel, He caused a godly 

woman, Hannah, to be barren. Even so here, when He wanted to send His forerunner before 

Messiah, He withheld children from Elizabeth, and waited until she was too old to produce a 

child. Then, unmistakably, the resulting blessing came from His almighty hand. 

If things seem spiritually dark in our day, and they certainly do, we should be encouraged to pray 

for true revival. As Isaiah reminds us, “the Lord’s hand is not so short that it cannot save; neither 

is His ear so dull that it cannot hear” (Isa. 59:1). What applies nationally to our need for revival 

also applies personally to you. If your situation seems spiritually hopeless, if your sins have 

overwhelmed you, cry out to God to save you. The theme of the Gospel of Luke is that the Son of 

Man has come to seek and to save that which was lost (19:10). If you feel lost and in despair, then 

you are a candidate for His gracious salvation. 

Thus God sovereignly takes the initiative in sending revival and often waits until things are 

hopeless so that no one will glory in himself, but only in the Lord. 

C. GOD BRINGS REVIVAL THROUGH HIS FAITHFUL REMNANT. 

Even though the times were spiritually dark, here were Zecharias and Elizabeth, “righteous in the 

sight of God” (1:6), going about their lives in obscure faithfulness. When Luke states that they 

were “walking blamelessly in all the commandments and requirements of the Lord,” he does not 

mean that they were sinlessly perfect, which no one is. Rather, they walked consistently in the 

fear of the Lord, seeking to obey Him in all their ways. Mary and Joseph were another godly 

couple in Israel. It was through such obscure people, quietly living in godliness, going about their 

normal duties, that the Lord brought about this great breakthrough in salvation history. 
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If God brings revival in our day, it will be because His ordinary people walk in obedience before 

Him, seeking His kingdom and glory. You may think, “Who am I? What can I do? I’m not 

particularly gifted. I’m unknown in the Christian world.” But look what God did with these 

unknown but faithful people! You may not be able to preach like John, but John wouldn’t have 

been there had it not been for his faithful parents. If you walk in daily obedience before Him, 

entreating Him to pour out His grace on our land, He could use you as the mother or father of a 

great Christian leader who would turn our country back to God. That leads to the second point. 

While revival is a matter of God’s sovereignty… 

We must be prepared to receive His sovereign grace. 

As I said, we can’t orchestrate a true revival, but we can thwart one. We need to be the kind of 

people that Zecharias and Elizabeth were, so that God can use us if He chooses to do so. 

A. WE MUST BE RIGHTEOUS IN HIS SIGHT. 

John Calvin comments, “In ordering our life, … therefore, our first study ought to be to approve 

ourselves to God; and we know that what he chiefly requires is a sincere heart and a pure 

conscience” (Calvin’s Commentaries [Baker], 16:10). Men may look at our deeds, but God looks 

first at our heart. This means that we must trust in Christ for forgiveness of all our sins and for 

His righteousness in place of our own. We must judge our sins on the thought level, because “all 

things are open and laid bare to the eyes of Him with whom we have to do” (Heb. 4:13). We can 

fake it before the church and the world, but we can’t fake it before God. 

It is ironic that Herod was called “Herod the Great” by his contemporaries, but here John is called 

great by God (1:15). It would be the wicked son of this wicked tyrant who put John to death. But 

in the final court of God, both Herods will not be great, but John will be highly esteemed. The 

true estimate of any life is not what others think, but what God thinks. So we must guard against 

living for the approval and applause of others. With John and his godly parents, we must live to 

be approved unto God. 

B. WE MUST BE SET APART TO GOD AND FILLED WITH HIS SPIRIT. 

John, the man God used to spark this great revival, was set apart unto God while even in his 

mother’s womb. There is debate over whether he was a Nazirite (Num. 6:3), since there is no 

mention of his hair not being cut. But clearly, God wanted John to be distinct from the culture 
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around him, even from the common religious culture. Rather than being controlled by wine, he 

was to be controlled by the Holy Spirit (see Eph. 5:18). He was to go before the Lord “in the 

spirit and power of Elijah,” (Luke 1:17), to “turn back many of the sons of Israel to the Lord their 

God” (1:16). While John did not do any physical miracles, as Elijah did, he was powerfully used 

of God, as Elijah was, to turn many back to God. Conversions are a far greater display of God’s 

mighty power than physical miracles are. 

While God has gifted us all differently, and the results of His working through us will differ, we 

all should seek to be used by Him in the process of turning sinners back to God. To be used in 

this way, the first requirement is a life that is distinct from our evil culture. People will read our 

lives to see if we are truly different or whether we’re just putting on a show. Then, as we live 

under the control of the Holy Spirit, He will use us to bear witness to others of the hope that is 

within us. As Peter wrote, “But sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to 

make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with 

gentleness and reverence” (1 Pet. 3:15). If we live righteous lives, set apart unto God, filled with 

His Spirit, then God can use us to bring revival. 

C. WE MUST BE REPENTANT OF ALL SINS. 

John would be used to “turn back many of the sons of Israel to the Lord their God” (1:16), and to 

“turn the hearts of the fathers back to the children, and the disobedient to the attitude of the 

righteous” (1:17). These are the two great commandments, to love God and to love others, 

beginning in the home. In times of spiritual declension, people invariably forsake these two great 

commandments. They turn away from God in self-willed disobedience, and they selfishly 

disregard love for others. Therefore, in times of revival, the process must be reversed: People 

must turn in repentance toward God, seeking to obey His holy commandments; and, they must 

turn in repentance toward those they have wronged, beginning in family relationships and begin 

to practice biblical love. 

One reason I am so strongly opposed to the psychological approach that has flooded into the 

church in recent times is that it does not focus on these two great commandments by dealing the 

deathblow to self. In fact, quite the opposite, psychology seeks to affirm the self. One of the basic 

assumptions of the “Christian psychology” movement is that at the root of many, if not most, of 

our problems is low self-esteem. So the counselor’s job is to help the counselee see how worthy 
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she is and to teach her how to be more assertive so that she can deal with her abusive spouse or 

with her rebellious children. 

This mentality is pervasive in the Christian world! I read an article stating that one reason pastors 

fall into adultery is low self-esteem. I recently saw some literature from a ministry that seeks to 

help homosexuals. It stated that one cause of homosexuality is low self-esteem. The same 

philosophy lies behind so-called “Christian” treatment of anorexia and bulimia. 

In direct opposition to this, the Bible clearly asserts that at the root of all of our problems is the 

love of self. The adulterous pastor does not love Christ or His church or his own family or the 

woman he defiles. He loves one person more than all others--himself! The homosexual is not 

loving God or other men. He is loving himself, seeking to gratify his own lust. The woman with 

an eating disorder is self-absorbed. She is vainly trying to find love and acceptance by having a 

slender body. Her focus is not on how she can daily love God and serve others. She loves herself, 

and most “Christian” counselors feed the flame by teaching her how to love herself even more! 

Self-love is also at the root of our relational problems. Why are fathers and children angry and 

alienated from one another? Perhaps the dad has neglected his children because he is pouring 

himself into his career in the hopes of being a success. Who is he loving? Or the children are 

defiant and disrespectful toward their parents, whom God has told them to honor and obey. Who 

are they loving? Or a wife decides that being a homemaker is not fulfilling, so she goes off on the 

career track, neglecting her husband and children. Who is she loving? The sins in families often 

escalate, so that the ones sinned against sin in response, leading to a chain reaction of sin. At the 

heart of the whole relational breakdown is the love of self. 

If we want God to send revival, God’s people must humble themselves, confess their wretched 

love of self, and seek to obey God and serve one another in love. Rather than blame others, we 

must point the finger at ourselves in genuine repentance. We must go to God first, and then to 

those we have sinned against, and ask forgiveness for our self-centered attitudes and sinful 

behavior. In The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah [Eerdmans] (1:136), Alfred Edersheim 

describes the home of Zecharias and Elizabeth: 

Such a household … would have all that was beautiful in the religion of the time: devotion 

towards God; a home of affection and purity; reverence towards all that was sacred in things 

Divine and human; ungrudging, self-denying, loving charity to the poor; the tenderest regard for 
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the feelings of others, so as not to raise a blush, nor to wound their hearts; above all, intense faith 

and hope in the higher and better future of Israel. 

If we want God to send revival, we must be righteous in His sight, set apart to Him, filled with 

His Spirit, and repentant of all our sins. Finally, 

D. WE MUST BE PREPARED FOR THE LORD HIMSELF. 

John’s ministry was to “make ready a people prepared for the Lord” (1:17). Since it was Jesus, 

born of the virgin Mary, for whom John was preparing the way, it is clear that Jesus is the Lord, 

eternal God in human flesh. But the point is, it is the Lord Himself who visits us in revival. If the 

presence of the angel was an awesome thing, causing Zecharias to be gripped by fear, how much 

more awesome is a visitation from the Lord Himself! Many Christians in our day are flippant 

toward the Lord. John MacArthur tells of a pastor friend of his who told John that the Lord often 

appeared to him while he was shaving. John’s incredulous response was, “And you keep 

shaving?” 

Whenever in the Bible people encountered either an angel or the Lord Himself, there is one 

uniform response--reverent fear! If we want the living God to visit us with revival, our hearts 

need to be prepared. As Paul put it, “I also do my best to maintain always a blameless conscience 

both before God and before men” (Acts 24:16). If we are daily judging our sin on the thought 

level, seeking to live as those set apart for the Lord, filled with His Spirit, repentant of all our 

sins, we will be prepared for that awesome event, should it happen, that the Lord Himself would 

visit us in revival. 

Chapter 5 

Charles G. Finney: How Theology Affects 

Understanding of Revival 

For a long time it was supposed by the Church that a revival was a miracle, an interposition 

of Divine power. It is only within a few years that ministers generally have supposed revivals 

were to be promoted by the use of means . . . God has overthrown, generally, the theory that 

revivals are miracles.’1 — C. G. Finney 

There is no question that it is the name of Charles Grandison Finney which chiefly deserves 

to be connected with what has become the most popular understanding of revival. William 

McLoughlin goes too far when he writes: ‘The difference between [Jonathan] Edwards and 
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Finney is essentially the difference between the medieval and the modern temper. One saw 

God as the centre of the universe, the other saw man. One believed that revivals were “prayed 

down” and the other that they were “worked up”.’ But his words are not an overstatement 

when he goes on: ‘Finney’s revivalism broke the dam maintained by “The Tradition of the 

Elders” (the title of one of his most pungent sermons) and transformed “the new system” 

from a minority to a majority religion.’2 

If we are to understand how one man came to command such influence on subsequent history 

we need to take a closer view of his life and teaching. 

A visit to Andover College, Massachusetts, in the year 1831 will introduce Finney to us at the 

height of his powers. It was the eve of keenly awaited Anniversary meetings at this 

theological seminary and for the last evening of those special days the speaker anticipated 

was Dr Justin Edwards. Although Justin Edwards was one of the favourite preachers of New 

England, the College authorities had reason to be apprehensive; for the local village church 

had engaged another visitor to preach at the same hour on that same Wednesday evening.  

Their fears proved justified: a mere thirty persons attended the College chapel to hear the 

distinguished guest, while the village church was packed with students, alumni and others to 

hear Charles G. Finney, aged thirty-nine, fair-haired and an impressive six-foot-two in height. 

One of the absentee theological students who chose the alternative to the College proceedings 

was E. A. Park. More than fifty-eight years later, when Park wrote of the occasion, he 

declared he could recall the impression made upon him as distinctly as on the night itself. 

Finney’s sermon, he reported, was on the text, ‘One Mediator between God and men, the man 

Christ Jesus’ (1 Tim. 2:5). Although an hour and three-quarters in length, it commanded the 

attention of all, even of those who had gone critically.  

Park recalled: ‘It abounded with sterling argument and startling transitions. It was too earnest 

to be called theatrical, but in the best sense of the word it was dramatic. Some of his 

rhetorical utterances are indescribable.’ As every seat was full, Park sat with five other men 

on a plank which had been put across chairs in an aisle. Such was the impression of the 

sermon, he says, that ‘The board actually shook beneath us. Every one of the men was 

trembling with excitement.’3 

It was not only that night that Finney was exciting. He has remained so almost ever since. His 

Memoirs was first published in 1876 and (apart from Augustine’s Confessions) it is probably 

the only Christian autobiography which has remained in print for over one hundred and 

twenty years. It is possible that no man has had such a far-reaching influence on evangelical 

Christianity in these years as Finney, the ‘Father of Modern Revivalism’. His book, Lectures 

on Revivals, has by far outsold every other book on the subject. Dr Billy Graham summarises 

the general opinion of Finney when he writes: ‘Through his Spirit-filled ministry, uncounted 

thousands came to know Christ in the nineteenth century, resulting in one of the greatest 

periods of revival in the history of America.’4 

Life and Teaching 

Finney was born in New England in 1792. While he was still a child, his parents moved to the 

shores of Lake Ontario, in western New York state, and it was here, in the little town of 

Adams, that Finney was converted to Christ in 1821. He had previously been an unconcerned 

and frivolous attender at the Presbyterian church in Adams and it was to the surprise of his 
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minister, George W. Gale, that he appeared one Monday evening at an inquiry meeting under 

strong conviction of sin and wanting to become a Christian. The same week Finney came to 

peace and assurance. Soon he was helping Gale in the work of the Adams church and, when 

the local presbytery accepted him as a candidate for the Presbyterian ministry, it was Gale 

who became his tutor. Finney was ordained in 1824 and almost immediately, it appears, he 

was used in a series of revivals in parts of Jefferson and St Lawrence Counties. In the 

October of 1825 he met his former pastor, George Gale, who had now moved to Western in 

Oneida County. Gale urged Finney to stay with him and it was at this time that Finney first 

became well known on account of the part he was to play in what became known as the 

‘Western revivals’. The majority of those converted under his ministry, wrote Gale: 

were not women and children but strong men, educated men . . . Lawyers and judges, men of 

all professions and conditions of life . . . The great secret of his success was that he was a 

powerful reasoner. Though he was a bold and fearless preacher of the Gospel he was a man 

of much prayer, and singleness of purpose. It was to win souls to Christ that he labored. His 

own reputation, or interest, came in for no share of his aims, any further than the cause of 

Christ was to be effected. Like Barnabas, he was full of the Holy Spirit, as well as a good 

man, and much people were added to the Lord.5 

Soon Finney was preaching in the great centres of population on the east coast. Five thousand 

were said to be converted in a meeting in Philadelphia in 1828, and in 1829 and 1830 his 

meetings continued to be attended by large crowds in New York City. In the latter place he 

undertook his first pastorate in 1832 and it was here in 1834 and 1835 that he delivered the 

twenty-two lectures on revival which became his famous book. In published form they 

immediately commanded widespread sales. Twelve thousand copies were printed in New 

York by 1837 and by 1840 a ‘thirteenth printing’ was published in Britain. A translation into 

Welsh was published in 1839.6 Several reasons combined to attract such interest: 

1. The subject of revival was then of very general interest throughout the English-speaking 

world. 

2. Word had spread that Finney was himself an experienced preacher in revivals. 

3. Finney was saying something which had never been effectively said in print before and 

which seemed to have great importance for the advance of the kingdom of Christ. He argued 

that ‘very few’ had previously rightly understood the theology of revival and that ‘vast 

ignorance’ persisted among ministers on the subject.7 People had formerly believed that 

revivals were like the rain; they could not be produced or organised by any human 

arrangements.  

But here was a teacher who believed that it was the church’s duty to obtain revivals. If you 

are a Christian, he said, God ‘has placed His Spirit at your disposal’.8 ‘You see why you do 

not have a revival. It is only because you do not want one. Because you are neither praying 

for it, nor feeling anxious about it, nor putting forth efforts for it.’9 ‘If the Church will do all 

her duty, the millennium may come in this country in three years . . . If the Church would do 

all her duty, she would soon complete the triumph of religion in the world.’10 

Or again, in a reference to the men who had supported him in introducing new measures, 

Finney wrote: ‘If the whole church as a body had gone to work ten years ago, and continued 

it, as a few individuals, whom I could name, have done, there would not now be an 

impenitent sinner in the land.’11 
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This teaching caused widespread interest not simply because it was new, and delivered with 

much authority, but also because it was backed up by the author’s repeated appeal to the 

evidence of success which he had seen in his own ministry. But Finney knew that what he 

was saying would meet criticism and in Revivals of Religion he forewarned his readers of the 

kind of people who would oppose it: 

They are ancient men, men of another age and stamp from what is needed in these days, 

when the Church and world are rising to new thought and action . . . It is dangerous and 

ridiculous for our theological professors, who are withdrawn from the field of conflict, to be 

allowed to dictate, in regard to the measures and movements of the Church, as it would be for 

a general to sit in his bedchamber and attempt to order a battle.12 

Finney was right in believing there would be controversy, but it did not last many years and, 

as already observed, significant parts of his teaching came to be accepted as standard 

evangelical belief. In 1834 he left the Presbyterian Church and became a Congregationalist. 

The next year he became the Professor of Theology at Oberlin. For a while he combined this 

post with his New York pastorate but from 1838 his time was divided between Oberlin — 

where, it is said, he trained some 20,000 students in the course of his life — and itinerant 

ministry. In 1849—50, and again in 1858, he was in Britain. ‘Both these visits,’ Frank G. 

Beardsley asserts, ‘were the occasion of extensive revivals.’13 Another writer adds: ‘He was 

the first man to introduce American revivalistic methods into England and Scotland.14 By the 

time that this ‘king of American evangelists’ died at the ripe age of eighty-three years it was 

said that five hundred thousand persons had been converted through his instrumentality. 

Possibly the most influential thing which Finney ever did was begun when he had turned 

seventy years of age. This was the preparation of his autobiography. Edited and abridged by 

J. H. Fairchild, it was published almost immediately after his death and through its pages 

untold numbers around the world were to have their thoughts shaped on evangelism and 

revival. 

By the time Finney’s Memoirs was published in 1876 the controversy in which he had been 

engaged in earlier years was a thing of the distant past. Most people took the view that it was 

no longer of any relevance. The opinion of one New York minister was general: with 

reference to Finney, Theodore Cuyler believed that, by the 1870s, ‘the once bitter 

controversies between “old school” and “new school” had become quite obsolete.’15 Yet 

Finney himself did not appear to think so, for the fact is that a large part of his Memoirs is 

taken up with a defence of the new thinking which he had done so much to introduce in the 

1820s and 1830s. Over and over again he tells us of the opposition which he encountered to 

evangelism and revival, and who was responsible for it. The main culprits were ministers of 

the Presbyterian Church who still believed what was taught in the Westminster Confession of 

Faith and the main centre of resistance to change he identified as Princeton Theological 

Seminary where some of the principal ‘ancient men’ taught.16 

It was impossible, Finney believed, to hold what he called ‘Princeton theology’ and be a 

supporter of evangelism and revival and he tells us why at great length. In brief, the reason 

was this. Following the Westminster Confession, Princeton believed that man is so fallen that 

he cannot do anything to make himself a Christian. While holding that it is the duty of 

preachers to call upon sinners to repent and believe, this old-school teaching taught that for 

such responses to be saving there needed to be the interposition of the Spirit of God in 

regeneration. Man is unable of himself to forsake sin and to receive Christ. Finney claimed 
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that this teaching was entirely unscriptural. Instead he held that human depravity is a 

‘voluntary’ condition, that is to say, its continuance depends upon the choice of the human 

will. Let a man once decide for Christ and he will become a new man. So the evangelist is not 

simply to preach Christ and to tell men of their duty to believe; he has to help make that 

believing a reality by appointing some outward action to assist a change of will. So we read 

repeatedly in Finney’s Memoirs of the ‘new measures’ with which he directed people ‘to 

make themselves a new heart’: 

I called upon any who would give their hearts to God, to come forward and take a front seat 

[‘the anxious seat’].17 

We insisted on immediate submission.18 

I called upon them to kneel down and then and there commit themselves forever to the 

Lord.19 

I called on those only to kneel down who were willing to do what God required of them, and 

what I presented to them.20 

I called for those whose minds were made up, to come forward, publicly renounce their sins, 

and give themselves to Christ.21 

There were some who regarded controversy on such matters as simply a disagreement over 

methods but Finney rightly understood that something much more was involved. The 

fundamental question has to do with whether or not the sin of Adam has ruined the nature of 

all his posterity. The teaching which Finney was consciously opposing asserted that it had; 

man has inherited a sinful nature from Adam. All the Reformed Confessions taught that sin is 

not simply a matter of actions which we repeat because we learn them from the example of 

others. It is rather the result of an evil principle which lies at the centre of a nature which is 

fallen. Actual sins are only the surface proof of a deeper corruption beneath. Our choices and 

actions are wrong because our very hearts are wrong. So, on this understanding, for God to 

deal with our sins would not be enough. It is our sinfulness which is the fundamental 

problem. Finney denied this. He did not believe that men since the Fall are born with a sinful 

nature. He complained of the Presbyterians that ‘they held the doctrine that moral depravity 

was constitutional, and belonged to the very nature; that the will, though free to do evil, was 

utterly impotent to all good.’22 To illustrate what he considered to be the injurious effects of 

such teaching on unbelievers Finney records a conversation which he had on one occasion. A 

non-Christian, apparently of Presbyterian background, told him: 

‘The Bible teaches us that God created us with a sinful nature.’ I replied, ‘Mr. S——, have 

you a Bible? Will you not turn to a passage that teaches this?’ ‘Why, there is no need of that,’ 

he says; ‘you admit that the Bible teaches it.’ ‘No,’ I said, ‘I do not believe that the Bible 

teaches any such thing.’ ‘Then,’ he continued, ‘the Bible teaches that God has imputed 

Adam’s sin to all his posterity; that we inherit the guilt of that sin by nature . . . This is a 

direct contradiction of my irresistible convictions of right and justice.’ ‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘and 

so it is directly in contradiction of my own.’ He began to quote the catechism, as he had done 

before. ‘But,’ I replied, ‘that is the catechism, not the Bible.’ ‘Why,’ said he, ‘you are a 

Presbyterian minister, are you not? I thought the catechism was good authority for you.’ 

‘No,’ I said; ‘we are talking about the Bible now — whether the Bible is true.’ ‘Oh,’ said he, 
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‘if you are going to deny that it is taught in the Bible why, that is taking such ground as I 

never knew a Presbyterian minister to take.’23 

Finney’s great argument was that if men have to experience a change of nature before they 

can become Christians, and such a change as only God can effect, then no sinner can be 

responsible for his unbelief and lack of repentance. The Bible, he asserted, teaches plainly 

our duty to come to Christ. How can God command us to do what we cannot do? So from the 

fact of human responsibility – as he understood it – he deduced that men must possess the 

ability to obey. The deduction sounds rational and logical, but it is not scriptural. Finney’s 

opponents did not deny human responsibility. They were even ready to emphasise it. They 

claimed, however, that the Bible shows that sin has destroyed man’s ability to obey God from 

his heart: ‘The natural man does not receive the things of the Spirit of God’ (1 Cor. 2:14). 

‘The carnal mind is enmity against God: for it is not subject to the law of God, nor indeed can 

be’ (Rom. 8:7). Further they pointed to the ministry of Christ himself for evidence of the need 

to hold both human responsibility and inability. Jesus said: ‘Come to Me, all you who labour 

and are heavy laden’ (Matt. 11:28). ‘You are not willing to come to Me, that you may have 

life’ (John 5:40). ‘While you have the light, believe in the light, that you may become sons of 

light’ (John 12:36). Such words show the unbeliever’s duty and responsibility. But Jesus also 

said, ‘No one can come to Me unless it has been granted to him by My Father’ (John 6:65). 

Again, he said that no man can rise above his nature, ‘a bad tree bears bad fruit’ (Matt. 7:17). 

We bear the nature of our birth: ‘That which is born of the flesh is flesh; and that which is 

born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not marvel that I said to you, “You must be born again”’ (John 

3:6—7). 

There was a great deal said and written on this subject in the 1830s but Finney stuck to his 

position and it would be fair to say that his arguments were not so much biblical as practical. 

He believed that evangelism has to involve telling gospel hearers that they are able to become 

Christians at once: they have to be presented with an immediate choice, and to show the 

sincerity and reality of their choosing Christ let them do something to prove it. Hence what 

became known as the ‘altar call’, that is, the practice of calling those who would be converted 

to take some visible action which would clinch the matter. The fact that such novel public 

actions were calculated to create natural excitement was the opposite. in Finney’s mind, to 

being a drawback: ‘God has found it necessary to take advantage of the excitability there is 

in mankind to produce powerful excitements among them before he can lead them to obey.’24 

To oppose this, Finney argued, is to destroy evangelistic preaching. The ministers who 

disagreed with him, he constantly tells his readers, were useless as evangelists. He carried the 

practical argument significantly further. If preachers will only do the right thing they will not 

only secure the conversion of individuals but they will secure revivals. As already said, this 

was the great message of his Lectures on Revivals. Hitherto, he claimed, the churches had 

supposed that revivals are simply in the hands of God to give or withhold. No wonder 

revivals are not constant, if we believe that, said Finney! The truth, he claimed, was that the 

absence of revival is due solely to the church failing to do her duty. 
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Finney’s Case Examined 

Finney used two main lines of argument to prove the correctness of his assertions: 

1. The Argument from his Experience. 

Finney constantly offset the newness of his ideas with assertions that he was sure that they 

were not his own: 

I say that God taught me; and I know it must have been so; for surely I never had obtained 

these notions from man. And I have often thought that I could say with perfect truth, as Paul 

said, that I was not taught the Gospel by man, but by the Spirit of Christ himself.  

I had no doubt then, nor have I ever had, that God led me by His Spirit, to take the course I 

did . . . I was divinely directed. 

More common than such words is the appeal to the success of his ministry as proof that God 

owned what he was preaching. 

The narrative given in his autobiography is very clearly constructed to impress the reader 

with this fact. ‘God,’ he writes, ‘set his seal to the doctrines that were preached, and to the 

means that were used to carry forward that great work.’After I had preached some time, and 

the Lord had everywhere added his blessing, I used to say to ministers, whenever they 

contended with me… “Show me the fruits of your ministry”.’ He frequently follows such 

statements with reports of how ministers who held Calvinistic beliefs gave them up when 

they saw how ‘the Spirit of God did accompany my labours.’  

In this connection Finney omits to say that he had a considerable advantage if immediate 

visible results were to be made the test of what was scriptural. Under the former preaching 

the success of the gospel was only judged as people gave steady evidence of changed lives 

and were subsequently examined for membership of the churches. With Finney’s teaching 

and methods there was now a much quicker and public way of telling converts.  

If a convert is one who submits and comes to the front, then just how many converts there are 

on any particular occasion will be apparent for all to see. So the numbers ‘converted’ made 

immediate news and figures proving success were now quoted in a way which was new to the 

evangelical churches. This was not all. If large crowds attended preaching services and, for 

whatever reason, many responded to the evangelist’s appeal, then the very numbers 

responding could be regarded as proof of ‘revival’. So there was a visual demonstration, it 

seemed, of the truth of Finney’s teaching and a justification of his claim that revivals could 

indeed be promoted by the right use of means. 

2. The Barrenness of the Prevailing Orthodoxy 

This again is another argument from alleged experience. The teaching which Finney was 

concerned to see overturned could not be of God because it was so useless in obtaining the 

conversion of souls. So he claimed. This theme runs right through his Memoirs. He raised it 

first in connection with his own conversion at Adams. His narrative gives us the impression 

that George Gale, the minister of the Presbyterian church, had nothing to do with his 

conversion and indeed would have been little or no use in aiding anyone’s conversion 
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because, holding to the Westminster Confession and being Princeton trained, his theological 

views were ‘such as to cripple his usefulness’; ‘he did not understand the gospel’. ‘The 

education he had received at Princeton had totally unfitted him for the work of winning souls 

to Christ.’ Under the preachers of that school, Finney asserted, unbelievers are ‘almost never 

converted’. Far from helping in revivals, the prevailing orthodoxy, which he called ‘hyper-

Calvinism’, did the very opposite and created ‘the greatest difficulty.’ ‘I have everywhere 

found, that the peculiarities of hyper-Calvinism have been a great stumbling-block, both of 

the church and of the world.’ Albert Dod was not going too far when he wrote of Finney: ‘He 

claims, in no guarded terms, the exclusive approbation of God for his doctrines and measures. 

“They (the church) see that the blessing of God is with those that are accused of new 

measures and innovation.”’  

What shall we say to these two great arguments upon which Finney rested his case? On the 

first, that is the claimed success of his ministry, there is need to say little. That many people 

may have come to a saving knowledge of Christ under his ministry need not be disputed 

although the number may have been considerably less than he sometimes supposed. I say 

‘sometimes’ because there were occasions when, in a less-controversial mood, Finney 

himself conceded that there had been a large fall-away rate from those who had professed to 

be converts. But whatever the number, we can rejoice that there were true conversions 

without accepting his claim that it proves the rightness of everything which he said and did. 

No man ought to appeal to his work as the ground for others to accept his teaching. The best 

of men may err and build with ‘wood, hay, straw’ as well as ‘gold, silver, precious stones’ (1 

Cor. 3:12). It was a very serious error on the part of Finney to point people to himself rather 

than to Scripture to justify what he believed was true. 

One has to say that Finney’s second argument is no less seriously wrong, and here it is an 

easier matter to prove it to be so. His claim was that the teaching he opposed was a hindrance 

both to evangelism and to revivals. The facts are against him. Take the case of his allegedly 

useless pastor at Adams, George Gale. When, in the late 1860s, Finney wrote the manuscript 

which became his Memoirs, Gale was dead. What Finney did not know was that back in 1853 

Gale had written his own autobiography. Finney necessarily remained ignorant of its 

existence for it was over a century later that it was published, in 1964. Gale’s narrative, 

which runs to 309 pages in its printed form, is at many points in marked disagreement with 

what is alleged by Finney. Far from being useless and perhaps unconverted, Gale was clearly 

in the midst of a revival in his church at Adams at the time Finney was converted. The idea 

that Gale did not understand the gospel in 1821 is absurd. Nor is this simply a case of Gale’s 

memory versus Finney’s for the success of the gospel under the ministry of Gale, and others 

in the same area, is fully corroborated by other sources. 

The truth is that when Finney was working on his own autobiography (more than forty-five 

years after the early 1820s), to have accepted at the outset Gale’s usefulness as a preacher 

would have been to jeopardise the whole case which he was going to present, namely, that 

Calvinistic belief only promotes barrenness. But there is a more cogent refutation of Finney’s 

appeal to history. It is that the period of the Second Great Awakening, which was a time of 

many powerful revivals, did not begin when Finney began his ministry in 1824. It began 

twenty-five years before, in the late 1790s. The readers of Finney’s Memoirs are told that his 

ministry constituted the start of a ‘new era’, and they are led to suppose, as Dr Graham has 

supposed, that Finney’s was the new voice which led to revival times. The truth is that the 

remarkable age of the Second Great Awakening was drawing near to its close when Finney 

began and that, despite all his teaching about continuous revival, such an age was not seen 
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again in his lifetime. The reason why Finney did not disclose this to his readers of a much 

later generation was that most of the preaching which had been so used of God, in the years 

prior to his ministry, was of the very sort that he wished to represent as barren! 

The very Seminary at Princeton which he constantly characterised as disabling preachers had 

been prominently identified with revival since its outset in 1812. Its magazine, the Biblical 

Repertory, gave the common opinion of its professors and students, when looking back on 

some thirty years, it noted in 1832: ‘It has pleased God to make America the theatre of the 

most glorious revivals that the world has ever witnessed.’ Princeton men were leaders in 

many revivals; a third of the Seminary’s students of the first fifty years were to go to mission 

fields; and there can hardly be a more serious misrepresentation of history than the idea 

which Finney sought to promote about the institution which thought it necessary to oppose 

him. Far too much biographical material is currently available on the fragrant and useful 

ministries of the men on the other side to Finney to make his case even remotely credible.  

Why the Old School Opposed Finney 

1. Finney’s so-called ‘new measures’ were opposed because they confused two different 

things: an outward act and the new birth. An individual can fall on his knees, raise his hand or 

walk to the front, but there is nothing in the Bible to say that such actions make, or even 

contribute to making, a person a Christian. The older evangelical preaching taught the instant 

responsibility of sinners to obey the gospel in repentance and faith; it did not pass over such 

texts as, ‘God now commands all men everywhere to repent’ (Acts 17:30), but, at the same 

time, it knew that the time when hearers of the gospel get grace to obey is not in the hands of 

men. The new measures, by by-passing that fact, and appointing a physical duty which the 

unregenerate can perform, represented conversion as something less than it is made in the 

New Testament. Under old-school preaching it was expected that conviction of sin would 

show hearers their the need of change at the centre of their being — a work of new creation 

securing a new life and a new moral existence. If no such regeneration is supposed to be 

necessary then conversion becomes a very much easier matter. 

2. This new teaching was thus popularising a dangerously superficial view of conversion, 

arising out of a superficial view of sin. Man’s plight is a great deal more serious than the 

representation implied by the new measures. Men, said Finney, are not converted ‘by a 

change wrought in their nature by creative power’ but by ‘yielding to the truth’. In his view, 

the Holy Spirit does no more than present the truth, along with the preacher, and thus 

regeneration is effected ‘by argument’ in which the sinner’s will is ‘broken down’. The 

public appeal for decision was seen as playing an important part in gaining this end. It was on 

the basis of this new view of conversion that Finney told his New York hearers in 1834: ‘For 

many centuries but little of the real gospel has been preached.’ Princeton’s reply was to say 

with Charles Hodge: ‘No more soul-destroying doctrine could well be devised than the 

doctrine that sinners can regenerate themselves, and repent and believe just when they 

please.’  

3. Because the new measures told people that obedience to the preacher’s directions was 

necessary to becoming a Christian, compliance with such directions inevitably came to be 

treated as a means of assurance that one was now in a state of grace. If accepting Christ is the 

same as walking to the front, then all who have done the latter must be Christians. This was 

putting assurance of salvation on an entirely new basis, for the older evangelism, in both its 

Calvinistic and Arminian forms, had insisted that it is the Holy Spirit himself who gives 
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assurance and that no one should assume they have passed from death to life without his 

witness and a corresponding change of life. 

To this it was replied that, supposing a degree of harm was done, was not the fact that some 

were truly converted sufficient justification for the new measures? The old-school answer 

was simply to point out that those who were converted in such circumstances did not owe it 

to the wrong measures but to the grace of God and the truth they heard preached. These 

converts would have suffered no loss had no new measures been used, but the many who 

responded to the measures without being converted were in a far worse position for in coming 

forward they did what they were told to do without any result. With some justification they 

could come to regard conversion as an illusion. 

4. The new teaching, by putting its emphasis on the instant action taken by an individual 

following the evangelist’s appeal and not upon a changed life, inevitably lowered standards 

of membership in evangelical churches and so encouraged an acceptance of worldliness 

among professing Christians. Speaking of the wrong measures which had been popularised, 

R. L. Dabney wrote: ‘We believe that they are the chief cause, under the prime source, 

original sin, which has deteriorated the average standard of holy living, principles, and 

morality, and the church discipline of our religion, until it has nearly lost its practical power 

over the public conscience.’  

The New Testament teaches that the change resulting from the new birth is so great that 

wherever it occurs a continued living of the old life is impossible: ‘whoever sins has neither 

seen Him nor known Him’ (1 John 3:6). ‘Whatever is born of God overcomes the world’ (1 

John 5:4). Where there is no alienation from sin there is no re-birth. Under the new 

evangelism this ceased to be recognised and so there grew up many forms of holiness 

teaching meant to help the numbers of ‘unsanctified Christians’ now in the churches. 

Meanwhile the fundamental reason for the existence of so many ‘carnal Christians’ was 

largely unrecognised. 

5. Finney’s teaching that revival should be normal and continuous, not extraordinary and 

occasional, depended for its success on a change in the content of revival, The same word 

now came to stand for any evangelistic campaign which gathered people together in numbers, 

and both Finney and his followers encouraged the switch. Finney had charged his opponents 

with being ‘enemies to revivals’. In reply they asserted that the opposite was the case and that 

it was for the very cause of revivals that they were speaking. They feared that the new 

teaching was taking the work of the Spirit out of his own hands. ‘The influence of the Holy 

Spirit comes in only by the way,’ wrote Dod in his review of Finney’s lectures on Revivals of 

Religion. In Wales, John Elias, the Calvinistic Methodist leader, who had preached in many 

revivals, put his finger on the same point. When the new teaching first crossed the Atlantic, 

his question was: ‘Is there not a want of perceiving the corruption, obstinacy, and spiritual 

deadness of man, and the consequent necessity of the Almighty Spirit to enlighten and 

overcome him?’ As with brethren in the States, Elias dreaded lest ‘the legitimate results of 

erroneous principles shall be visited upon the ruined churches of our land.’  
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Conclusion 

When God sends revival, He also sends great joy. The angel announced to Zecharias that he 

would have joy and gladness at John’s birth, and that many would rejoice (1:14). They were not 

just rejoicing at the birth of the child, but at what this child would bring—good news of a great 

joy for all the people, the news of the Savior (1:19; 2:10). Sin always causes pain and destruction; 

God’s salvation and righteousness result in great joy and gladness as relationships are reconciled. 

I wish I could read to you the descriptions of revival in Iain Murray’s excellent book, Revival & 

Revivalism. He reports how churches felt a sense of God that also flooded them with humility to 

the point that they felt that they had scarcely begun to be Christians. They had a new 

understanding of the greatness of the Savior and of conviction of sin (p. 30). They also were 

impressed by the power of God’s truth. Far from emotional excess, “Congregations were then 

awed and subdued and it was often the degree of silence and stillness, more than anything else, 

which showed that a new day had come” 

The lessons we learn from church and revival history are significant for us today.  We must 

learn to be more like Jesus, as well as, agree with the history of the Church as related to being 

salt and light in this world.  These distinctive qualities I spoke to this morning are not 

complete in and of themselves (love and mercy, greatness and holiness, eternity, supernatural 

signs, restored society).  God is always adding to the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon the 

church.  The next revival may or may not have some or all of these qualities.  One of the 

dangers of revival thinking is this, many times, we are so focused on hitting the "grand slam” 

of revival, that we miss the call to genuine and growing discipleship.  We are to be faithful in 

the small things and not to despise the days of small beginnings (Luke 16:10; Zech 

4:10).  God is looking for faithful and prayerful sons and daughters of God who are seeking 

his face for a new and greater outpouring of God. 

Murray repeatedly shows that there were no extraordinary means employed, no special 

campaigns, but rather the normal means of prayer and the preaching of the Word. But suddenly 

God broke into the midst of churches so that people who before had been complacent were now 

gripped with the reality of eternity and everyone sensed, “that in very deed, God was in this 

place” (p. 139). We need to pray that God would graciously send us such a visitation of His 

saving grace. And, we need to prepare ourselves to welcome the Lord Himself into our midst. 
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