Revive Us Again #1

“Back to Square One”

Genesis 35:1-15
The word “revival” causes many folks to think of big tents, fiery preachers, and lots of sinners coming to Jesus. Images of Billy Sunday or Billy Graham (in his younger years) thundering down God’s judgment seem as outdated as the black and white photos depicting them. Revivals, we are told, are passé, relics of an age gone by.

Well, they may be right. Revivals of that kind may not return, but that does not mean that revivals cannot happen. In fact, the scenes I described above are not really revivals in the true sense of the word.

Revival is not the same as evangelism. Billy Graham explains:

Revival and evangelism are not the same. Revival is concerned with the renewal of God’s people; evangelism is concerned with those who have never known Christ. But the two are ultimately connected. When God’s people are truly revived and renewed spiritually, it results in a new vision for a lost world and a new commitment to reach out to those who do not belong to Christ. Evangelism is the fruit of revival.

Billy is aware of the difference between—yet interdependence of—revival and evangelism. He summarizes it by saying, “In preparation of evangelism, revival is essential.”

You see, “revival” means “to bring to life again.” In order for something to be revived, there had to have been life to begin with. Technically, revival means “to recover life, or vigor; return to consciousness.” It refers to that which has life, then ebbs down almost to death, has no vitality, and then is revived. Romans 14:9 speaks of Christ’s resurrection this way: “… Christ both died, and rose, and revived …” Obviously the word revival must be confined to believers if we are going to be technical.
 “Revival” means to wake up and live.

In the New Testament the comparable word means “to live again” in Revelation 20:5 and Romans 14:9. Jesus used the term in Luke 15 to denote the change in the life of the prodigal son who returned to the father’s house, in the sense that the son who was “dead” is now “alive again.” Other words liken revival to the rekindling of a slowly dying fire in 2 Timothy 1:6 or to a plant which has put forth fresh shoots and “flourished again” in Philippians 4:10.
 Revival, then, is a work of restoring life to something that was once alive.

Revivals are very much a part of American history. Even before the Revolution against Britain, a revival swept through the thirteen colonies commonly known as the First Great Awakening. This movement actually began in Great Britain in the 1720s under John and Charles Wesley and George Whitefield, who then visited America and spread the work. (I think “awakening” is a great synonym for “revival.”)

Jonathan Edwards was one of the outstanding men of colonial America. Not only a devout pastor, he was a thorough student and gifted writer. Edwards preached widely in the New England colonies.
 He is best known for a sermon he preached entitled, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.” Unfortunately, many people imagine Jonathan Edwards as a ranting Puritan preacher, pounding the pulpit and trying to frighten sinners into heaven.
 Edwards didn’t crack a whip, however. He showed no fiery eloquence. If the record is true, he read his sermon in a thin, reedy voice, peering shortsightedly at his manuscript by candlelight.
 He allowed the powerful words themselves to do their work, piercing the hearts of his audience and driving them to conversion or repentance.

One of his hearers, asked whether Edwards was an eloquent preacher, replied:

If you mean by eloquence, what is usually intended by it in our cities; he had no pretensions to it. He had no studied varieties of voice, and no strong emphasis. He scarcely gestured or even moved; and he made no attempt, by the eloquence of his style, or the beauty of his pictures, to gratify the taste, and fascinate the imagination. But, if you mean by eloquence the power of presenting an important truth before an audience, with overwhelming weight of argument, and with such intenseness of feeling that the whole soul of the speaker is thrown into every part of the conception and delivery, so that the solemn attention of the whole audience is riveted, from the beginning to the close, and impressions are left that cannot be effaced, Mr. Edwards was the most eloquent man I ever heard speak.

Perhaps Edwards’ most original contribution to theology was his work on the subject of revival. He showed that the criterion of revival is not the excitement and hullabaloo of the meetings, but the fruit of the Spirit evidenced in the lives of believers.

Psalm 85:6 asks, “Will you not revive us again, that your people may rejoice in you?” It was the cry of one who wanted God’s people to come alive to His grace and power. Few will question the need for such an awakening today. For many good people, even within the church, life has lost its meaning. There is no sparkle in the eye, no spring in the step. As the religious community flounders in mediocrity, the world plunges deeper into sin. Moral standards in public and private are debased. Everything is unsettled. Lawlessness abounds. All the while a cloud of nuclear destruction gathers overhead.

The day of reckoning is sure to come. Degeneration has its limits. The crises must be resolved, or inevitably there will be judgment. That point of no return may be nearer than any of us imagine.

Revival is not just a nice idea or another alternative. It is our only option…our only hope as a nation.
 But there is hope. In other days when catastrophe threatened, men and women turned to the Lord and found in Him deliverance and strength. It can happen again, if the people of God will meet the conditions for revival.

Over the next several weeks, I want to consider biblical examples of revival. It is my prayer that through this study we will see another great awakening in our church, in our community, and in our country. We begin by going back to square one.

Turn to Genesis 35. This chapter appears within the life of Jacob, the grandson of Abraham. Jacob and his brother Esau were twin sons of Isaac and Rebekah. Jacob tricked his blind father into giving him the blessing meant for Esau, then ran for his life from his brother. He went to stay with his uncle Laban where he married two sisters, Leah and Rachel, only because his father-in-law tricked him into marrying Leah first. By now Jacob was quite successful and wealthy and living in Shechem.

Verse one reads, “Then God said to Jacob, ‘Go up to Bethel and settle there, and build an altar there to God, who appeared to you when you were fleeing from your brother Esau.’” Whereas Shechem had had no previous significance for Jacob, Bethel stood for everything that had really mattered. It was the beginning of his walk with God, initiated by the appearance of the living God to him in his dream and encapsulated in the name Bethel, coined by Jacob as his own private name for the sacred spot.

Jacob had promised God some thirty years earlier, when he was fleeing the wrath of his deceived brother, Esau, that if God would be with him, watch over him, and return him safely to Canaan, then Yahweh would be his God, and he would serve Him. But like so many of us in these so-called foxhole experiences, Jacob had forgotten his vow.
 For several years, Jacob had lingered thirty miles away from Bethel. But now the Lord spoke to him and told him to move to Bethel and settle down there.

Jacob remembered that as a boy running away from home, homesick and lonesome, he had come to Bethel and God had appeared to him. God had said, “I’ll be faithful to you.” But Jacob had gone on his way, not depending on God’s faithfulness but on his own ability. He fell on his face; disappointment and tragedy came to him. Yet through it all God was with him, and God blessed him. Now He says, “Go back to Bethel. You have to go back to where you started, Jacob. You have to go back.”

Jacob’s commitment to God seems to have been on again off again. Throughout his journey, he struggled to commit himself fully to God—qualifying his commitment with conditions that God must meet to prove His power.
 The Lord urged Jacob to move back to Bethel, the very spot where Jacob had sought God in a moment of deep despair some thirty years before. Here he had experienced the heavenly vision of a ladder, and here he had made his vow. In other words, God ordered him back to square one.

Remove all Barriers

Before he could make this move, though, Jacob had to remove all barriers. We read in verses 2-4,

So Jacob said to his household and to all who were with him, “Get rid of the foreign gods you have with you, and purify yourselves and change your clothes. Then come, let us go up to Bethel, where I will build an altar to God, who answered me in the day of my distress and who has been with me wherever I have gone.” So they gave Jacob all the foreign gods they had and the rings in their ears, and Jacob buried them under the oak at Shechem.
We may be surprised that there were idols in Jacob’s family to begin with, but idols were a common part of life in the ancient Near East. The foreign gods he referred to were most likely household gods, or teraphim, like those Rachel stole from Laban in Genesis 31:19. These teraphim were figurines made to represent deities. They are distinguished from other idols that would be set up in temples or shrines in that they were smaller and more portable.
 The dedication of Jacob’s family included surrendering their earrings, which served as charms, amulets, or talismans.

Jacob had a godly heritage, but his wives did not, and it is likely that the presence of these idols can be traced to them. Sometimes it seems so easy just to let some things be, but these little sins can become like foxes that burrow away in our lives until their appetite knows no limit and they have devoured us.

We may not think that idolatry is a big deal in the twenty-first century, yet as Kyle Idleman writes in his book, Gods at War,
Idolatry isn’t just one of many sins; rather it’s the one great sin that all others come from. So if you start scratching at whatever struggle you’re dealing with, eventually you’ll find that underneath it is a false god. Until that god is dethroned, and the Lord God takes his rightful place, you will not have victory.

Idolatry isn’t an issue; it is the issue. All roads lead to the dusty, overlooked concept of false gods. Deal with life on the glossy outer layers, and you might never see it; scratch a little beneath the surface, and you begin to see that it’s always there, under some other coat of paint. There are a hundred million different symptoms, but the issue is always idolatry.

Nothing can have first place along with the Lord: not my job, my hobby, my goals, my organizations, my leisure time, my recreation, my marriage, my family, or even my church. If such are placed first or even share first place with my commitment to the Lord, then I have slipped into idolatry.

Most of us aren’t often tempted to worship evil things. It’s the good things that plague us. It isn’t as difficult to reject something that is innately bad or wrong as it is to keep those good and wholesome things off the throne. That, I believe, is where the battle line begins.
 We may not have the god of commerce, the god of agriculture, the god of sex, or the god of the hunt. But we do have portfolios, automobiles, adult entertainment, and sports.

You can make an idol out of anything or anyone in life. A church building can become an idol to us, when all the while it is simply a place to meet and worship our Lord—nothing more. Your child can become your idol…in subtle ways you can so adore that little one that your whole life revolves around the child. Your mate or date can be given first place in your life and literally idolized. Your work can easily become your God…as can some pursuit in life. A house, a lawn, an antique, a car, a letter in sports, an education, a trip abroad, an achievement, and even that goal of “retirement” can so grip your heart that it becomes your idol.

Don’t miss my point. There’s nothing necessarily wrong with any of these good things. To possess them—any or all of them—is not sinful. But it is sinful when they possess us! Therein lies the difference.

And, like Jacob, we drift away from God gradually and unconsciously. The tide of culture carries us away from godly influences. We lose our desire to sit at Jesus’ feet. Our delight to meet Him in the Word fades. We find ourselves lapsing into old idolatries. Like Rachel, we hide these idols for a while, but in the end we bring them out and worship them in plain view.
 The answer is simple: Get rid of them; that is God’s command to all His people.

In addition to this command, the Lord challenges us to personal holiness, depicted as cleansing and changing clothes. In Scripture, washing the body and changing clothes symbolize making a new beginning. Like dirt, sin is defiling and must be washed away. Our old garments typify the old life with its failures, but God in His mercy gives us “new garments” so we can make a fresh beginning. Before God gave the law at Mount Sinai, He ordered the people to wash and change clothes; for they were about to enter into a solemn covenant with God.

Return to Bethel

Next, Jacob was to return to Bethel, the place of worship. In verses 6-7 we read, “Jacob and all the people with him came to Luz (that is, Bethel) in the land of Canaan. There he built an altar, and he called the place El Bethel, because it was there that God revealed himself to him when he was fleeing from his brother.” 

The name “Beth-el” in Hebrew literally means, “house of God.” On his return, Jacob called the place “El-Bethel,” meaning, “God of the house of God.” This may sound odd, but it underscores that it is God, not the location, that is most important.

Yet it is important to return to the house of God. Oh, that we could have a revival of Christians regularly attending worship once again! Just as Jacob was to return to Bethel, so we come back to the place of our first love back to square one. Build an altar on the site where you first built one. Give yourself to God once again. Pray as you used to pray, read the Word as you used to read it. Ask God to open your eyes to see wonderful things in His Book and then to hide those things in your heart.

Psalm 1 speaks of three conditions for a blessed life. As Warren Wiersbe puts it, we must be separated from the world, saturated with the Word, and situated by the waters. That third step is what this is about—situating ourselves in a place to meet God.

There is a tendency for God’s people to seek new and exciting experiences when often what we really need is a renewal of the basic understandings and ingredients that initiated our experience of the Lord.

Receive the Blessing

Finally, we will receive the blessing. Notice what happened in verses 9-15,

After Jacob returned from Paddan Aram, God appeared to him again and blessed him. God said to him, “Your name is Jacob, but you will no longer be called Jacob; your name will be Israel.” So he named him Israel. 

And God said to him, “I am God Almighty; be fruitful and increase in number. A nation and a community of nations will come from you, and kings will come from your body. The land I gave to Abraham and Isaac I also give to you, and I will give this land to your descendants after you.” Then God went up from him at the place where he had talked with him. 

Jacob set up a stone pillar at the place where God had talked with him, and he poured out a drink offering on it; he also poured oil on it. Jacob called the place where God had talked with him Bethel.

When God graciously grants a revival to come into our lives, there are a number of changes. Not only do we experience freedom from the fear of our enemies, as Jacob witnessed in the preceding section, but there is a reorientation of our personalities. Thus it happened that Jacob received a new name.

Biblical names are more than just the label by which individuals are addressed. In ancient Israel they were also used to indicate the nature, character, and personality of a person. So it was that up to this point Jacob carried a name meaning “cheater,” and that is the way he made his own way through life.

In Jacob’s early years, when God first appeared to him in the dream of the ladder to heaven prior to his leaving Canaan, the Lord was already calling him into a fuller relationship with Himself. But at Peniel Jacob spent a long night in wrestling with the Angel of the Lord. There Jacob’s name was changed to Israel, which means “he struggles with God.” The Lord explained in Genesis 32:28, “Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel, because you have struggled with God and with men and have overcome.”
Apparently the first episode had not served its full purpose. Jacob was still Jacob in heart and spirit. 
 Until now. This transformation would take. Scripture records a profound change in Jacob’s character. 

Thus revival came to the house of Jacob because he was willing to get rid of the idols in his life. There is our challenge as well. Are we tied to the past, with its toys and ambitions that steal our hearts from loving God with everything in us? Do we have the courage to hear God’s word in our day? Will we act with all due speed in the church to cleanse our lives of all this filthiness? Or will our families, churches, institutions, and nations continue to suffer because of the moral minority’s failure to come to grips with the most pressing spiritual need of the hour?

How much will it take before some people respond? How patient must God be? How long must He wait before we catch on and are revived and changed thoroughly? One thing is certain. When we put away our idols and purify ourselves under the mighty hand of God, the Lord changes our names, that is, our personalities, our characters, our natures, and our dispositions.

But there is more. When we put away our idols, the blessings of God, which lay dormant and only in word form, come to us in full measure. Revival does not necessarily mean that these blessings are totally new. Often they are those we have already experienced. But now they come with a freshness, force, and power not known during the days of our lackluster, dull, yawning, and equivocating walk with God.

Our appeal to all believers everywhere is this: let us turn from our competing loyalties to the living God, renounce all forms of wickedness, especially those involving idolatry, and act quickly before the love of God is forced to drive us to even greater calamities than we are currently facing in our lives and our society. Then we shall find the same great blessing that Jacob found for himself and his house.

From the beginning of the Bible to near its end, I conclude with the apostle John’s final warning in his first letter: “Little children, guard yourselves from idols” (1 John 5:21). I love how The Living Bible paraphrases this: “Dear children, keep away from anything that might take God’s place in your hearts.”
John never qualified that warning. The aged apostle deliberately refrained from classifying the idols or giving us a comprehensive list to follow. It’s an unconditional command. Any idol, regardless of its beauty or usefulness or original purpose, is to be set aside so that Christ might reign supreme, without a single competitor.

If we want true revival, we must realize that it begins with us. The middle letter of the word revival is “I”, and the heart of revival is a movement of the Spirit within the individual believer. We must go back to square one: Nothing can take God’s rightful place in our lives. Remove all idols. Return to the house of God. Receive His blessings. And stand back to see the amazing things God can do!
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