The Makings of Revival 

Ezra 9:3-10 As soon as I heard this, I tore my garment and my cloak and pulled hair from my head and beard and sat appalled. 4 Then all who trembled at the words of the God of Israel, because of the faithlessness of the returned exiles, gathered around me while I sat appalled until the evening sacrifice. 5 And at the evening sacrifice I rose from my fasting, with my garment and my cloak torn, and fell upon my knees and spread out my hands to the LORD my God, 6 saying: "O my God, I am ashamed and blush to lift my face to you, my God, for our iniquities have risen higher than our heads, and our guilt has mounted up to the heavens. 7 From the days of our fathers to this day we have been in great guilt. And for our iniquities we, our kings, and our priests have been given into the hand of the kings of the lands, to the sword, to captivity, to plundering, and to utter shame, as it is today. 8 But now for a brief moment favor has been shown by the LORD our God, to leave us a remnant and to give us a secure hold within his holy place, that our God may brighten our eyes and grant us a little reviving in our slavery. 9 For we are slaves. Yet our God has not forsaken us in our slavery, but has extended to us his steadfast love before the kings of Persia, to grant us some reviving to set up the house of our God, to repair its ruins, and to give us protection in Judea and Jerusalem. 10 "And now, O our God, what shall we say after this? For we have forsaken your commandments, ESV

Hos 6:1-3 "Come, let us return to the LORD; for he has torn us, that he may heal us; he has struck us down, and he will bind us up. 2 After two days he will revive us; on the third day he will raise us up, that we may live before him. 3 Let us know; let us press on to know the LORD; his going out is sure as the dawn; he will come to us as the showers, as the spring rains that water the earth." ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

The revival of Ezra and Nehemiah’s time stands as one of the most remarkable revivals of all of history.  Nehemiah was the governor of the land and Ezra was the lead priest and together they forever changed the course of history and spawned a revival of drawing people back to God as had never been seen in all of Israel’s history.  The story is found in the books of the Bible that bear their name and it is a worthy story of study because Ezra and Nehemiah could be rightfully called “men of revival.”  

Revival – that term has been vastly misused in religious circles today and has come to a modern meaning of just special services with a guest preacher in a church.  When I was growing up, there was this small denominational church that was well-known for its dry and spirit-less services that would once a year put up a hand-painted sign out by the road that said in large, blood-red paint:  “REVIVAL!”  And they would have a special speaker come in and hold service every night for a week and in those services they would clap their hands, seek the Lord with all of their heart, run the aisles, and amen the preacher and then – after that week was over – return to their spiritually comatose state for the rest of the year.  It was so funny that it became a sort of town joke:  “well, they are having ‘REVIVAL’ this week,” we’d say and smile at the thought of what was going on in that little, normally dead church.  What they acted like in their six days or so of revival, we acted like every service and you should have seen what it was like when we had “our revival!”

Let me say that by the term “revival” today, I am not speaking of a special set of services rooted in some deep-south, Bible-belt tradition.  I’m not speaking of a special speaker and a “yee-haw, let’s have church” sort of thing.  There’s no need to put the red-lettered sign out by the road because that is not what I’m talking about.  By “revival,” today, I mean it in the original sense of the word:  a coming back to seeking God with all of our hearts and a genuine moving of God’s Spirit until those who are low on faith or even faithless or restored to walking by faith and not by sight.  When I speak of “revival” I mean the reviving of our hearts and spirits to the level and passions that God intended.  There’s nothing wrong with emotional church, but I’m not referring to something that happens for a week and quits, but rather a spiritual awakening to new heights in God that we go to and stay for the rest of our lives.  There’s nothing wrong with red-lettered signs put outside but more effective would be to get the red letters of the Word of God within us!  I’m not speaking of any special services throughout the week, but rather of making full use of the services that were already scheduled – why not let God shake us and move in us and revive us and restore us and change us in this service today? – What we need and what God is calling us to is a true revival!

In Bible College circles there is this big discussion of people using the term “revival” when they really mean “harvest.”  Technically speaking, some people say, a revival is the reviving of a heart back to a state that it had been at before and for someone to go further in God than they ever have before or to win new people to God, that would be called a “harvest.”  I see both sides of the point and you will often hear me carefully choose between the two terms:  if I mean evangelism and new people coming to a knowledge of truth and being born again, I will most often use the term, “harvest” or “harvest of souls.”  But let me take the other side of the coin, also.  Even if a person comes to God for the first time, there is a revival and a reviving taking place because there hearts have been restored to the relationship that God intended for them to have in the beginning.  Let me elaborate:

When Adam and Eve sinned in the Garden of Eden in the beginning, the immediate result was death as God had predicted would come if they partook of the forbidden.  Physical death began at that very moment and, although it would be centuries later, Adam and Eve would eventually both physically die because of their partaking of the forbidden fruit.  But the real death happened instantly when Adam bit into what God had told him not to eat – because at that moment a part of Adam died.  Not his soul or mind, because although at that moment and every day afterwards brain cells slowly faded as ours do today, yet Adam still was able to think and reason and knew the knowledge that he had know before.  He didn’t die in his physical body immediately because – as we stated – it took 930 years before Adam was laid in a grave.  But God had said, “in the day you eat of it, you will surely die” and there was an immediate death that day – Adam lost his close relationship with God.  His human spirit – that part that had been created by God to fellowship and feel God – died that day and his relationship with God that had been as it should have been was no longer what it was created to be.  Alas, the New Testament tells us that this same death was passed on by Adam through his blood line to all of his descendants:

Rom 5:12 Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all sinned ESV    

Every offspring of Adam inherited from their natural fathers this spiritual defect; this dormant and dead spiritual relationship with God.  This is why we were no naturally given to sin and why nobody had to teach us how to lie or be deceitful.  This is why so many people in the world are searching for something and they do not realize that the emptiness and the “there’s gotta be something more” feelings that are ever in the back of their mind are there because they are living in a three-part existence of which they have only really used two parts:  They are body, soul, and spirit, but have only used their body and their soul or their mind.  And their spirit being longs for the close relationship with God for which it was created and that is the drive, the missing feeling.  

Everything that this world offers is not the answer for filling that void.  Metaphysics and human methods of delving into the spiritual world is not the answer because every one of those people who would guide you in such things had an earthly daddy that was a direct descendant of Adam and thus has the same spiritual problem.  Drugs, alcohol, sex, relationships, money, and the passions of this life aren’t the answer either, because the men who present such things as the answer also were fathered by direct descendants of Adam and have the same emptiness.  That void can only be fulfilled by One:  Jesus Christ!  Jesus Christ was a direct descendant of Adam and Eve on His mother’s side, but His father was the Holy Spirit!  That is, Jesus Christ did not have the inherent sin issue that you and I did and His father was the one who originally created Adam as he was supposed to be!  And Jesus Christ said, “I came to bring you living water,” and this – we read in John – “spake He of the Spirit that they that believe on Him should receive.”  He said repeatedly, “I come to baptize you with the Holy Ghost!”  When people receive the Holy Spirit and are born of water and of Spirit, they are not just fulfilling a church ritual, but there is a new birth taking place and a revival in the sense that for the first time of their life, their spirit is revived and they can be in right and close relationship with God Almighty.  For the first time in their life, they can stand in the full relationship with God for which they were created.  And so it is a harvest because it is a new believer being formed, but it is also a revival because it is the reviving of the spirit and the inner man to be as God originally created them to be!  

Therefore when I say, “revival” today, I mean it in the original and the most fullest sense of the word.  We all – whether you are new to God or not; whether you have been born again of the water and the Spirit or not; whether you have never received the Holy Spirit, have had it for a week or a year or for decades – need a revival!  We need to become men and women of revival.  We need a revival that will shake not only our personal existences, but that will affect our families and shake this community and surrounding areas and ultimately the world.  It can happen and it can begin today!  The formula is not complex, but is really contingent upon whether or not you and I will grasp it and act on it.  We need a revival – the call of the Spirit is to let a reviving of hearts and souls begin here today with you and me!

______________________________________________________________________

The revival recorded in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah paved the way and shows us the path and the makings of a true, God-breathed revival.  Let us note first that for revival to come:

They assumed personal responsibility for the things of God.

That is, they did not wait until someone else started seeking God in order to get on board, but both Ezra and Nehemiah got the attitude, “we’re going to do what God has commanded even before we see anybody else doing it.”  Nehemiah looked around Jerusalem and realized that the work that his fellow laborer, Zerrubabel, was doing on the temple of God would be in vain if the walls of Jerusalem stayed in disarray and rubble and so Nehemiah took it upon himself to get some men together and to cast a vision and to begin to rebuild the walls himself.  Nehemiah was not a wall builder by trade nor was he ever in construction before.  He had been a cupbearer and a servant to the palace.  His hands were not accustomed to rough building sites, nor was his skills that which would lead us to believe that he had a natural inclination towards such things.  It is very, very likely that Nehemiah had never built anything structurally in his life, but he saw the need and realized that it was what the kingdom of God needed and so he took it own.  

And when he took personal responsibility for it, it is amazing how others joined in.  Go read a list sometime of the men who joined in with him to build the wall.  These were not builders but apothecaries and doctors and farmers and shepherds and every other occupation except builders.  And yet they all joined in with Nehemiah and said, “this is our effort and this is our building and this is our moment and let’s do it!”  And the wall was built!

So it was with Ezra.  Ezra was a priest and a student of God’s Word.  I never read anywhere of his history where he was skilled at fighting, guarding things, or transporting things long distances.  But as Ezra saw the walls going up and the temple being built, he realized that the people needed the Word of God to govern them and that teaching the Word of God and all of the elements of temple worship would be in vain if the precious treasures of God’s house were still in Persia and not in Jerusalem in the temple.  And so Ezra took it upon himself to carry and transport the valuables from Persia to Jerusalem.  It was quite an undertaking and when the king offered to give a security detail to accompany their transporting such valuable things to Jerusalem, Ezra declined saying, “our God will protect us.”  He then called those who had joined with him in the task and they prayed and fasted for God to protect them because they realized just how vulnerable they were.  But they did it and they made it and God protected them, all because a man said, “nobody else is doing it, let us take responsibilities for getting the treasures of God where they are supposed to be.  And the result was a tremendous revival the likes of which had never been seen before!

If we are to have a true revival of that proportion today – we can! – but if we are to see it, then we’ve got to get the attitude of Ezra and Nehemiah and stop waiting for somebody else to do what we have noticed needs to be done.  You need to stop waiting for somebody else to cause you to spiritually grow.  You need to stop waiting for someone else to take these wonderful treasures such as God’s Word and the laver which represents water baptism and the ark which represents God’s Spirit and place them within you.  For us to have a revival as God desires us to see, we must each take personal responsibility for such things.

You need to stop depending upon the spiritual drive of others to pray for you and start praying for yourself!  There’s nothing wrong with getting somebody to pray with you about something, but it’s time that we, ourselves, learn to pray!  It’s time that you stop relying on others to see that your family and your children come to church.  It’s time to stop allowing your spouse to be the one who really pushes coming to the house of God.  It’s time to stop worshipping truly only when someone else first worships.  It’s time to win somebody to God whether anybody else is doing it or not.  It’s time to praise and worship and seek God’s face no matter what everybody else is doing – take personal responsibility for ushering God’s presence into this place.  Instead of saying, “well, I haven’t had a great move of God in my life because I’ve been waiting for someone to bring it to me” why don’t you instead say, “I’m not waiting on somebody to bring me revival in a suitcase, but rather I’m going to seek God with all of my heart and my soul and my mind because He said that I would find Him if I would seek such!”  It’s time to take personal responsibility for revival in our own life!  If everybody keeps waiting on somebody else, then nobody will do it!

Ezra and Nehemiah both had all of the excuses to not do what they did.  They didn’t have a history of doing such things and they hadn’t been trained.  But they chose to act anyway!  If we are to have revival then you are going to have to stop saying, “well, I wasn’t raised in church and I’m not a natural saint.”  There ain’t nobody that is a natural saint and there is no excuse:  revival comes to those who will stop making excuses and stop putting off and stop waiting on somebody else and stop dillydallying to get started!  In the words of Hosea in our text:

Hos 6:1-3 "Come, let us return to the LORD; for he has torn us, that he may heal us; he has struck us down, and he will bind us up. 2 After two days he will revive us; on the third day he will raise us up, that we may live before him. 3 Let us know; let us press on to know the LORD; his going out is sure as the dawn; he will come to us as the showers, as the spring rains that water the earth." ESV

He will revive us, but we must come and we must return and we must seek Him!  Spiritual revival can happen, but you’ve got to be willing to act.  Doing nothing will bring the experiencing of nothing; doing as you have always done will bring what you have always received, but if we will come and move forward and take personal responsibility, then a revival cannot not be the result!  Hosea didn’t see a true revival in his day.  He didn’t see what he prophesied in our text because nobody acted upon it.  He called with great passion for someone to act and it was not until Ezra and Nehemiah’s time that somebody acted on the promise of the Lord.  Ezra is the one who compiled the Old Testament as we know it and it was Ezra who found the book of Hosea and put it in there.  Ezra acted on the commands and promises of God as decreed by Hosea but Hosea’s day did not.  Let us repeat the one and not the other.  Let us not have the tragedy of a heaven-sent refreshing and reviving of the spriit and hearts of men and of a divine healing of the soul being available and yet go to another generation because nobody who heard the promise would act upon it.  Let us be of the mindset of Ezra and Nehemiah and let us take full responsibility that we will act and obey if nobody else will!  To you I declare, “come let us return to the Lord … he will revive us … he will raise us up ... let us press on to know the Lord!”  Somebody act on the promise of revival!

_______________________________________________________________________

The first makings of a revival are that somebody took it upon themselves to act.  But how they acted and what they did was very important.  Revival came to Ezra and Nehemiah because:

They prayed and sought the will and favor of God.

Both Ezra and Nehemiah prayed – did they pray!  We read as our other text a part of one of the recorded prayers of Ezra.  It is a powerful prayer.  It is a humbling prayer.  It is just an example of how Ezra prayed normally.  Bible scholars have long noted that one of the most prevalent themes and unique traits of the book of Nehemiah is that of prayer.  Nehemiah prayed and prayed often and he prayed in a real sense, talking to God as he might have talked to a family member standing nearby.  These are not pompous prayers for show; these are not prayers delivered for other people’s benefit or just to soothe a conscience; these are prayers offered up seeking the will and voice of God in heaven.  Did you catch it?  They didn’t just pray when they were in trouble of their own makings and they did not just pray when they had nothing else to do.  They prayed concerned with hearing God’s voice and seeking God’s perfect will in their life.  They prayed because any compromise of what He absolutely wanted in their lives was unacceptable.  They sought God; they looked for God’s direction; they prayed to hear His direction above all else.

If we will have the revival that God desires for us to have, we must pray and not just pray for our material needs or because we got ourselves in another scrape that we need help out of.  Pray to God when we are in trouble – absolutely you should pray then – but what I am saying is that some people only pray when they are in a deep personal need that is so obvious that they can see it with the carnal mind.  And some people only give God a moment’s thought when they get themselves into a bad situation that they cannot save themselves out of.  

But what would happen if people would pray as Ezra and Nehemiah did – not just to help me now, Lord – but to seek His face and to earnestly hear His voice and to seek what He desires in our everyday life?  What would happen if people would pray just as fervently about the will of God and the kingdom of God going forward as they did for personal deliverance out of troubles?  One of the things that impresses me about the story of Daniel and the lion’s den is that Daniel didn’t start praying when he knew the decree had been signed and he was in trouble.  The scriptures say that, “Daniel prayed as before times.”  Daniel prayed just as he always had prayed and did what had become to him routine and normal.  What would happen if it were not only in times of great personal trouble that we sought God and prayed fervently but that we sought Him everyday as a matter of course?  The result would be sure deliverance when troubles came, but also the establishing of God’s will in all of the other times also!  And probably fewer troubles in the sense of those of our own making!  And most of all, the result would be a revival of our lives to living in a purpose that we were intended to live; the revival and raising of our spiritual walks to that which we were created to fulfill!  And the hand of God would be mighty within our lives – if we would pray fervently to seek God’s face and to hear His voice and to know His will!  Again, it’s not time for you to wait on somebody else’s prayers and direction, why not take it on yourself!  It’s time for a God-breathed revival of people living according to the purposes that God has for them!  It’s time to seek God’s face!

The stories of Ezra and Nehemiah also show us another element of the makings of a true, God-ordained revival:

They learned the Word of God and became zealous and uncompromising in their obedience of it.

Ezra began to teach the Word of God literally and straight and thoroughly.  He began to compile it all together for the first time and to teach and expound on it systematically.  Go read sometime the 7th and 8th chapters of Nehemiah and you will find that Ezra called the people together and read the Word of God from morning until midday and for seven straight days read and taught from the Word of God.  And these men did more than just read and teach, they lived what they preached and preached what they lived.  Nehemiah stopped the wrongful oppression of the poor and they both practiced out in life the principles found in God’s Written word.

These men were zealous and uncompromising in their view of scriptural principles.  They did not make exceptions; they did not justify sin; they didn’t pacify people nor wink at ignorance of God’s laws or at willful breaking of those commandments.  Go read your Bible:  Ezra pulled his hair out and tore his clothes in order to get people who had married Caananite and heathen unbelievers to listen to him and realize the seriousness of their sin.  Solomon had gotten them into this whole mess of destruction with his marrying of foreign wives against the commands of the Lord and here the people were again winking at the commandments of scriptures and doing their own thing.  Our text was Ezra’s response to their light-hearted attitude towards breaking the commandments of God:  he prayed and fasted, he mourned, pulled his hair and tore his clothes and he fell before God and begged for God to be merciful and more importantly to deal with the hardened hearts of the people.  When Nehemiah found out, he not only pulled his hair, but he pulled some other hair!  And when sinful people and sinful practices kept trying to move into the temple, Nehemiah and Ezra were very zealous and forceful to kick them out and then confront and discipline those who kept allowing them back in!

I realize that Nehemiah was the governor and was in a position of authority of government to have such actions as available in his power.  We today don’t need to pull hair – ours or anybody else’s – in order to have revival.  But we do need a revival of taking the commandments of the Word of God seriously!  A carnal people who justify sin has never had a true move of God and a carnal church full of people who winked at sin has never been a powerful church nor an Apostolic one.  If we are to have revival we must stop excusing sin.  There is no excuse; it’s nobody else’ fault but our own if sin is there; it is destructive and it separates us from God and His will.  If God has decreed it and what you are doing is opposite of the teachings of God’s Word, then it is not okay.  It is not funny.  It is not excusable nor acceptable.  It’s time to have a real revival and we must get back to obeying all of God’s Word!  We need to read it; we need to apply it; we need to obey it.  Ignorance or not knowing is not an excuse.  It is the Word of God.  It matters not what the current culture says is okay, this is the Word of God and it is a higher authority than current culture.  It matters not what everybody else seems to be doing.  It matters not if another church says it is okay, this is the Word of God and it cannot change.  It matters not what you have a history of doing, we do not change the Word of God, we must change ourselves to match the scriptures!  

I cannot control what goes on and is accepted in the world, but I can control what is in my church as a result of my own doing!  I cannot control what goes on out beyond these walls, but I control what takes place in my home and in my family.  I cannot control someone else’s actions, but I can control my response and the actions of my own choice.  It has to start with me!  It has to start with you!  Sin and disobedience is not okay!  The Word of God must be obeyed!  It must not be neglected!  It must not be ignored!  It must not be rationalized away!  It must be applied and applied literally and to not do so is a cause for great mourning!

Nehemiah and Ezra’s zealous and uncompromising view of the Word of God led what might just be the key element of God-given revival:

They repented passionately and thoroughly.

Repentance – it’s not a dirty word; it’s a liberating and life-bringing word.  And it doesn’t just mean to feel sorry for or to say, “oops” but means to turn from such behavior that causes the need for repentance in the first place.  True repentance has two parts:  Asking God for forgiveness and acknowledgement of wrongdoing and then the utter turning away from that wrongdoing.  If you truly repent, you admit your wrong, you take responsibility and then ask God to not just forgive you but to help you turn from doing such things again.  And true repentance leads to changing our lives and traits to match God’s Word.  No matter how extreme the change would be, we do what it takes to line up with God’s Word.

We read in our text, of Ezra’s repentance and seeking of God for the issue of the men who had married foreign wives.  This was not even Ezra’s own doing and yet his repentance for what the people under him had done exceeded in passion and truth what many people today do for their own trespasses!  Let me read you that passage again and may the spirit of this passage prevail here today:   

Ezra 9:3-10 As soon as I heard this, I tore my garment and my cloak and pulled hair from my head and beard and sat appalled. 4 Then all who trembled at the words of the God of Israel, because of the faithlessness of the returned exiles, gathered around me while I sat appalled until the evening sacrifice. 5 And at the evening sacrifice I rose from my fasting, with my garment and my cloak torn, and fell upon my knees and spread out my hands to the LORD my God, 6 saying: "O my God, I am ashamed and blush to lift my face to you, my God, for our iniquities have risen higher than our heads, and our guilt has mounted up to the heavens. 7 From the days of our fathers to this day we have been in great guilt. And for our iniquities we, our kings, and our priests have been given into the hand of the kings of the lands, to the sword, to captivity, to plundering, and to utter shame, as it is today. 8 But now for a brief moment favor has been shown by the LORD our God, to leave us a remnant and to give us a secure hold within his holy place, that our God may brighten our eyes and grant us a little reviving in our slavery. 9 For we are slaves. Yet our God has not forsaken us in our slavery, but has extended to us his steadfast love before the kings of Persia, to grant us some reviving to set up the house of our God, to repair its ruins, and to give us protection in Judea and Jerusalem. 10 "And now, O our God, what shall we say after this? For we have forsaken your commandments, ESV

This is a real repentant prayer!  Ezra did not deal with the leaves of the matter at hand.  Did you catch that?  He did not deal with the leaves and the outward issues, but got down and dealt with the root issues that were present.  Too many times we come to God and pray about leaves – circumstances or temporary fruit of what is really just surface issues that spring forth from the real root of the issue that we are living in sin and against God’s commandments.  Ezra did not just deal with leaves but got to the root of the matter, “God, we are a people who have a history of doing the opposite of what you have said and are absolutely inexcusable and here it rears its ugly head again, Lord!”  True revival doesn’t come from pretty prayers about the leaves of your life.  True revival comes from realizing that the issues of your life stem from sin deep down inside and for true revival to spring forth, you’ve got to be willing to face and deal with and repent and turn from the roots!  

The promise of God given before the time of Ezra still holds true today:

2 Chron 7:14 if my people who are called by my name 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. ESV

It’s not just an issue if we will pray that brings a revival of God working magnificently in our lives and in this church, it is if we will pray, humbling ourselves, and in repentance from a heart that is turning from sin – that is the prayer that brings a great revival!  It is no accident that Peter always first commanded repentance before water baptism and the seeking of the infilling of the Holy Spirit because repentance – true repentance that deals with the heart of the matters of our lives – is still what gets God’s attention and attracts God to the sinful people that we inherently are.  Such preaching may not be the norm today, but neither, unfortunately, is a God-breathed revival of people living for His purpose the norm in this world either.  We must have a true revival!  We need a God-breathed revival!  

Let it start with you, here, today.  You take the responsibility of it.  Stop being the victim.  Stop blaming everybody else.  You pray.  You seek God’s face.  You repent.  You take a zealous and uncompromising view of God’s Word.  Get real with God.  Come and let us turn to the Lord!  It’s time to repent of the real issues.  It’s time to deal with the roots!  But let us turn to Him and repent because if we do, He will revive; He will heal; He will restore; He will lift!  Come – in this place today is the makings of a great and holy revival! 

