Revive Us Again #5

“It Is Time to Seek the Lord”

2 Chronicles 14-16
Shortly after the 1952 Republican Convention, General Dwight D. Eisenhower asked Billy Graham to meet him in Chicago to suggest “a religious note” of some sort for some of his campaign speeches. Graham told the general he would be glad to help privately. Accordingly, Graham and Eisenhower met shortly thereafter at the Brown Palace Hotel in Denver, and Graham shared Bible verses appropriate to the needs of the United States. The evangelist also took the opportunity to give the general a red leather Bible and to urge him to personally consider the gospel of Jesus Christ. Eisenhower listened respectfully.

Later, five days before his inauguration, Eisenhower invited Graham to the Commodore Hotel in New York. “I’d like to quote one or two passages from the Bible in my inaugural speech,” he said. Gazing out the window, Eisenhower told Graham that he felt one of the reasons he was elected was to help set the moral and spiritual climate of America. Graham suggested several verses, among them 2 Chronicles 7:14.

Over the next several days, Eisenhower prepared a speech that opened in prayer and that spoke repeatedly of spiritual things. “In the swift rush of great events,” he scribbled in his final draft, “we find ourselves groping to know the full meaning of these times in which we live. In our quest for understanding, we beseech God’s guidance.”

On January 20, 1953, Dwight D. Eisenhower was sworn into office as his hand rested on two Bibles, both opened to 2 Chronicles 7:14: “If My people who are called by My name will humble themselves, and pray and seek My face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin and heal their land.”

In the decades since that time, our nation has drifted far away from such thoughts. If a politician dared quote that Scripture above publicly, he or she would be mocked and criticized thoroughly. Just ask the current Vice-President of the United States.

Yet you still hear the slogan “God Bless America” at the end of speeches and elsewhere in our society. It is even seen, ironically, on bumper-stickers adjacent to other bumper-stickers expressing humanistic and atheistic sentiments. One assumes that even those who don’t believe in God want His blessing on our nation.

Many believe this nation’s devotion to freedom, equality, charity, justice, and individual rights has led God to bless us with riches and comfort. But as America has become more affluent than ever, we are also more atheistic than ever. While people reject the God of Scripture as their Sovereign, they still claim Him as their servant. For some people that is all they mean by “God Bless America.”

Originally, “God Bless America” was a prayer for divine blessing. In its current form it sometimes seems nothing more than a patriotic battle-cry—usually intoned without much serious reflection. Perhaps it is sometimes recited like a mantra—as if merely invoking God’s name could garner His blessing.

Some apparently believe that America enjoys God’s blessing by divine right. After all, God has blessed America throughout history to a remarkable degree. But His blessings are not measured—as most people believe—by material affluence, power, and world dominance. The greatest blessings God has graciously given America have been spiritual blessings—knowledge of the good news of salvation in Christ, freedom for the gospel to be propagated, sweeping revivals like those of the Great Awakenings, and growth and spiritual prosperity for the church in our nation. The sad truth is that all those blessings have been in serious jeopardy since long before the terrorist strikes of 9/11 reminded us that our freedom and material prosperity hang by a fragile thread.

What do we really mean when we invoke God’s blessing on our nation? Do people in America truly long for the spiritual awakening that would be the necessary condition for true divine blessing? Are people in America prepared to embrace God’s Son as Lord and Savior, or do they just want God’s favor on their own terms?

And what are the means by which the people of God should seek to have God’s blessing on our nation? Can we help position modern society to receive God’s blessing merely by influencing public policy through politics and protest, or is something more needed to fulfill the conditions under which God will bless our nation? Can external moral reform alone make America fit for God’s blessing, or is something even deeper needed in the lives of most Americans?
 I believe it is time to seek the Lord.

Now a reform must not be confused with a revival. Reform may begin when God’s Word forms the basis for all action, thinking, and living. It leads to a time of moral living and righteousness in the land. But revival begins in the heart and leads to deep contrition and repentance for sin, with a willingness to change, make restitution, and live differently from that time forward. We see that in our text for this morning.

Our focus today is on King Asa of Judah. Unlike all of the kings of the northern kingdom of Israel and most of the kings of the southern kingdom of Judah, Asa was by and large a godly king. We are introduced to him in 2 Chronicles 14:1-6,

And Abijah rested with his fathers and was buried in the City of David. Asa his son succeeded him as king, and in his days the country was at peace for ten years. Asa did what was good and right in the eyes of the Lord his God. He removed the foreign altars and the high places, smashed the sacred stones and cut down the Asherah poles. He commanded Judah to seek the Lord, the God of their fathers, and to obey his laws and commands. He removed the high places and incense altars in every town in Judah, and the kingdom was at peace under him. He built up the fortified cities of Judah, since the land was at peace. No one was at war with him during those years, for the Lord gave him rest. 

From the beginning of his administration, Asa sought to reform his land. He declared war on the idolatry of the land, destroying the idols, foreign altars, and sacred stones and poles. He tried to legislate godliness. The land also experienced a time of unusual prosperity. There was a tremendous amount of building going on. Asa put up walls, towers, bars, and gates and secured the land on every side. Towns were remodeled and repaired, and public works were promoted.

Yet revival did not happen immediately. The reform movement continued for fifteen years before revival came. This is most unusual in the Old Testament. In the majority of the revivals, it takes tragedy to finally arrest the attention of an apostatizing people of God, but in this case the background for the revival was a reformation. Instead of a time of spiritual dearth and religious decline, we are given a surprising exception in the revival under King Asa.

This shows that God is not limited. He can work in all times, and the revival under Asa proves that He can work in times of prosperity as well as adversity. It is not always necessary for God to send trouble to get our attention. Sometimes His very goodness forces us to realize that we are the recipients of undeserving favor. In times like these we are ripe for the persuasive work of God’s gracious Holy Spirit.

It may seem strange to turn to the book of 2 Chronicles. Many Christians are unfamiliar with these books (Our 1 and 2 Chronicles were originally one book in the Jewish Scriptures, simply called “Chronicles.”) Most are turned off by the genealogies of 1 Chronicles 1-9, and the rest of the accounts seem to just be a rehash of the books of Samuel and Kings.

But Chronicles is a book of revivals. There are at least five different revivals that are explicitly noted in these pages. As a matter of fact, that’s one of the important aspects of this book. Perhaps the most familiar verse in regard to revival is in 2 Chronicles 7:14, mentioned earlier. But there are sixty-four more chapters in the two Books of Chronicles in which the writer is looking back over the history of Israel, and he dares to put a theological interpretation and its stamp and flavor upon it.

Obviously, that was a covenant promise specifically for Israel. But, again, the principle is true for the people of God for all time. Since Christian believers today are God’s people and called by His name, they can claim this promise.
 We who are Christ’s “are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according to the promise,” according to Galatians 3:29. That means even the promise of 2 Chronicles 7:14 has a valid application for Christians. “For all the promises of God in Christ are Yes, and in Him Amen, to the glory of God through us” in 2 Corinthians 1:20.
 
Before we get more into Asa’s revival, turn with me to the afore-mentioned text, 2 Chronicles 7:11-14, where we get the context of the best-known verse in both books:

When Solomon had finished the temple of the Lord and the royal palace, and had succeeded in carrying out all he had in mind to do in the temple of the Lord and in his own palace, the Lord appeared to him at night and said:  “I have heard your prayer and have chosen this place for myself as a temple for sacrifices. When I shut up the heavens so that there is no rain, or command locusts to devour the land or send a plague among my people, if my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land.”
This paragraph reveals the heart of the books of Chronicles, and is actually Chronicles’ summary of the essential message of the Old Testament. It invites people to take advantage of the enormous and unexpected benefits God gives through prayer.
 One commentator calls verse 14 “the golden text of this entire book.”
 It provides a path for revival: “humble themselves…pray…seek my face…turn from their wicked ways.”
Now let’s return to 2 Chronicles 14. Notice verse four: “He commanded Judah to seek the Lord, the God of their fathers, and to obey his laws and commands.” The key to Asa’s revival is to be found in a single phrase: he sought the Lord. In the two chapters dedicated to his life in 2 Chronicles, the writer used the verb “to seek [the Lord]” nine times. The phrase “to seek” God is a favorite expression of the writer of Chronicles. He used it 29 times altogether, whereas the parallel accounts in the books of Samuel and Kings used it only twice.
 

What does it mean to “seek the Lord”? What will happen if we do?

The Foundation of Seeking the Lord

Let’s begin by considering the foundation of seeking the Lord. This passage in 2 Chronicles is not the first time this phrase is used. Moses said in Deuteronomy 4:25-31,

After you have had children and grandchildren and have lived in the land a long time—if you then become corrupt and make any kind of idol, doing evil in the eyes of the Lord your God and provoking him to anger, I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you this day that you will quickly perish from the land that you are crossing the Jordan to possess. You will not live there long but will certainly be destroyed. The Lord will scatter you among the peoples, and only a few of you will survive among the nations to which the Lord will drive you. There you will worship man-made gods of wood and stone, which cannot see or hear or eat or smell. But if from there you seek the Lord your God, you will find him if you look for him with all your heart and with all your soul. When you are in distress and all these things have happened to you, then in later days you will return to the Lord your God and obey him. For the Lord your God is a merciful God; he will not abandon or destroy you or forget the covenant with your forefathers, which he confirmed to them by oath. 

This sounds very similar to what the Lord told Solomon in 2 Chronicles 7. David writes in Psalm 24:3-5, “Who may ascend the hill of the Lord? Who may stand in his holy place? He who has clean hands and a pure heart, who does not lift up his soul to an idol or swear by what is false.  He will receive blessing from the Lord and vindication from God his Savior. Such is the generation of those who seek him, who seek your face, O God of Jacob.”  
Later we read in Psalm 27:5, “My heart says of you, ‘Seek his face!’ Your face, Lord, I will seek.” And in Psalm 105:4, “Look to the Lord and his strength; seek his face always.” Finally, in Isaiah 55:6-7 we read, “Seek the Lord while he may be found; call on him while he is near. Let the wicked forsake his way and the evil man his thoughts. Let him turn to the Lord, and he will have mercy on him, and to our God, for he will freely pardon.” “Seeking the Lord” is the foundation of revival. 

The Fulfillment of Seeking the Lord

Let’s move on to the fulfillment of seeking the Lord. For this we return to our text, in 2 Chronicles 14. We saw in verse four how Asa “commanded Judah to seek the Lord, the God of their fathers, and to obey his laws and commands.” In order to seek God’s face, we must turn away from anything that might get it the way, such as the idols and sacred stones and Asherah poles which Asa removed. Seeking God’s face also involves obedience to His commands, echoed in the words of Jesus in John 14:15, “If you love me, you will obey what I command.”
As mentioned before, this was a reform movement, coming from the top down, so to speak, as the king urged his people to do what was right in the eyes of the Lord. But this was not true revival, for revival will not come by getting the right laws passed or the right people in public office. Revival cannot be legislated. It cannot be forced from without; it must be experienced from within. We see this in 2 Chronicles 15:10-15,

They assembled at Jerusalem in the third month of the fifteenth year of Asa’s reign. At that time they sacrificed to the Lord seven hundred head of cattle and seven thousand sheep and goats from the plunder they had brought back. They entered into a covenant to seek the Lord, the God of their fathers, with all their heart and soul. All who would not seek the Lord, the God of Israel, were to be put to death, whether small or great, man or woman. They took an oath to the Lord with loud acclamation, with shouting and with trumpets and horns. All Judah rejoiced about the oath because they had sworn it wholeheartedly. They sought God eagerly, and he was found by them. So the Lord gave them rest on every side. 

The revival did not take place until the fifteenth year of Asa’s reign. Here the action is not taken by the king, but by the people. They entered into a covenant to seek the Lord. That means they were committed to it. This was no passing emotional response to a sermon or song; this was a devotion, a dedication of the people to follow God. Note the phrase “with all their heart and soul,” reflecting the earlier text in Deuteronomy. Down in verse 14 the words “wholeheartedly” and “eagerly” are used, expressing their deep desire to follow through on their commitment. 

Seeking the Lord is a spiritual attitude that is ready to turn to God and let His will prevail in one’s life. The prayer had to be accompanied by a resolve to start again with God and leave the bad, old lifestyle behind. It was far from a glib recital of a formula of confession. It reached to the heart and soul.

“Seeking the Lord” can be used to define who is qualified to be a true member of the community of faith. “Not seeking the Lord” disqualifies a person from full fellowship or any participation in that community. Seeking involves “knowing,” “serving,” and “being found by” God. 

In its prophetic use, the expression appears to be equivalent to a summons to repentance. Thus, Amos 5:4-6 urges, “Seek me and live.” Likewise, Jeremiah 29:12-13 says, “You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart.” This same concept of wholeheartedness is idiomatic for the writer of Chronicles as well. He urges individuals “to give [their] heart to seek the Lord” (1 Chron. 22:19; 2 Chron. 11:16; or with “face” instead of “heart” in 2 Chron. 20:13). Another construction is “to set, establish one’s heart to seek the Lord” (2 Chron. 19:3; 12:14; 30:19). There can be no halfhearted relationship or search for God. Neither can one’s repentance be halfhearted. We must enter into this commitment “with all our heart and with all our soul” (2 Chron. 15:12, 13, 15).

Seeking God involves: (1) voluntarily and wholeheartedly turning to God, (2) an inner attitude of devotion to serve Him, (3) a decision to turn away from all evil, (4) a decision to fulfill His will, and (5) a commitment to go to Him in fervent prayer. All true repentance, communion with God, service for Him, prayer to Him, and spiritual growth in Him revolves around truly seeking the Lord.

The Fruit of Seeking the Lord

Finally we see the fruit of seeking the Lord. There are three results that we will experience if we are willing to do that:

• We will experience God’s peace (2 Chronicles 14:2-7).

• We will experience God’s presence (2 Chronicles 15:2-7).

• We will experience God’s prevailing (2 Chronicles 14:9-15; 16:1-10).

Every time in the history of the church revival has come, it has followed extensive prayer and seeking of God’s face by some of His children. When we study the history of God’s work on earth, we will always find faithful praying saints, often hidden, holding on before Him in prayer, pleading for God to revive His people. Always there were people—often many—who in the privacy of their hearts cried out to God over and over.

God requires more than casual prayers for revival. He wants His people to hunger and thirst for His mighty working. To seek God’s face is far more than occasionally mentioning revival in our prayer. It involves repeated and prolonged prayer. It requires holy determination in prayer, examining ourselves to see if anything in our lives is hindering God. A revival seeker is prepared to take any step that can help to bring answers. A revival seeker is eager to obey God in everything. Seeking God’s face often requires asking forgiveness from others (Matt. 5:23-24; 6:14-15; Mark 11:25; Luke 6:37; Col. 3:13). It often requires resolving friction that has hindered prayer from being answered (1 Peter 3:7). Are we seeking God’s face?

Richard Halverson, former chaplain of the U. S. Senate, writes pointedly,

America’s future—whatever hope our nation has—depends totally on the people of God being the people of God. Christians have got to be Christians!

Their failure to heed and obey God portends destruction, which is why “judgment must begin at the house of God” (1 Peter 4:17). As representatives of God’s kingdom in the world, their failure and sin deprive the world of the purifying, healing, redeeming influence of righteousness. 

They are salt that has lost its saltiness.

Hence the timeliness of a familiar word from God: “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sins and will heal their land” (2 Chronicles 7:14).

Initially this word applied to a specific nation—the people of Israel, who were uniquely the people of God in the ancient world—and to the specific land God had given them. But the principle is timeless.

If God’s people today will listen and obey, they may expect the promised response from God. If they refuse—and continue in self-indulgence—America has no hope. When the Church is not the Church, when professed followers of Christ are indistinguishable from the culture around them, there is no reason to expect the nation’s deliverance from secular, materialistic, hedonistic suicide.

God waits for His people to repent…to pray…to turn from their wicked ways and seek His face. And to “seek first” not the blessing of America…but “the kingdom of God, and his righteousness” (Matthew 6:33).

What is needed is not merely moral reform, but spiritual regeneration. And unless this occurs on a widespread scale that deeply impacts all of society, we will continue to forfeit the true blessings of God for our nation. Merely reciting the slogan “God Bless America” will do nothing for us, until it becomes a heartfelt prayer for spiritual renewal and regeneration through the gospel. It is time to seek the Lord.

Christians concerned about the moral evils of society often opt for the wrong remedies, as if all that were needed to cure the spiritual malaise of our nation were some kind of federal legislation against sin. But political remedies to our nation’s moral ills are no cure for the underlying spiritual problems. Of all people, Christians ought to know that, and our efforts ought to be focused on proclaiming the truth that can set people free.

Lives, not just laws, need to be transformed before America will be in a position to ask for and expect God’s blessing. Revival will not happen by any legislative process. Laws cannot make people righteous; only Christ can do that. In other words, society as a whole cannot be delivered from moral bankruptcy unless individual lives are redeemed and transformed by the power of Christ. If that conviction does not frame the priorities of the people of God and drive the activities of the church on earth, then asking God to bless America is a waste of time.

Christians in America must lead the way back to God. We must seek God’s face, committing ourselves to follow Him.
 Only then can God bless America.
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