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Isaiah 32:15-18; Matt 13:33; 1 Cor 1:17-2:5

How does God bring revival?  In the church today, many are seeking greater spiritual vitality and dynamism.  However, there is a tendency to put the emphasis on numbers in church growth and methods that enhance it, rather on a genuine revival that comes through radical repentance and persistent prayer.  We look at, for example the growth of the church in China today.  Estimates of the number of   Christians in China today range from more than eighty million to more than a hundred million.  It is, in the words of Philip Yancey, the largest religious revival in history by far!

But when we ask what human methods are driving it, we can never find a complete and satisfactory human answer.  This is the same story with every revival throughout history.  Because what cannot be explained by analyses are the sovereign will of God in revival, on the one hand, and the humble prayers of His people, on the other.  This is precisely why we need to look again at the practices of those who pioneered what is happening in China today.  One name stands out.  John Sung, who led his first revival in 1912.  He said this after the revival in Nanchang in 1931:”The experience here has taught me THE THREE SECRETS OF REVIVAL: (1) A through confession of sin.  (2) Prayer for the fullness of the Holy Spirit.  (3) Public witness for Christ.
JOHN SUNG’S prayer life throughout his ministry displayed certain distinct features.  First, it was marked by constant and meticulous self-examination to ensure that his life was right with God.  He wanted no barrier between God and himself.  Nothing was allowed to hinder his prayers.  Was it a snack for which he had neglected to pay, or a private note to his wife slipped into a letter which he was forwarding, thereby defrauding the Post Office of a stamp?  He could not rest until the matter had been put right.  He was particularly careful about money and resolutely refused all proffered gifts.  Second, his prayer life was marked by regularity.  He would rise at 4 a.m. or 5 a.m. daily, setting aside at least two to three hours for personal prayer.  Third, he was an intercessor par excellence.  Whenever he travelled from place to place, he would carry suitcases full of letters, bearing prayer requests from church members and converts.  John Stott, writing in the foreword of Leslie Lyall’s biography, describes Sung’s intercessory prayer life as amazingly systematic as he worked through lists of converts whose names were usually illustrated by photographs.  Fourth, he prayed with passion and intensity, pleading incessantly with God for revival.  He wrote to a friend, “In the past, I deemed evangelism the most important work, but now I see that prayer is more important than anything.”  And, how God answered his prayers.  That the Chinese Church is a praying church today can be attributed in part to the influence and the example of this man who prayed.

While John Sung knew in his own experience the great power of prayer, he also knew of the tremendous spiritual power that is generated when prayer is combined with the Word of God, the Cross of Christ, and the Holy Spirit.  Paul teaches in 1 Cor 1:17 to 2:5 to preach the word of the Cross in the Holy Spirit with prayer.  In Is 32:15-18 we see how the outpoured Spirit creates a new society.  First, in v.15, the life-giving Spirit, originating in God, pours out His own life for purposes of renewal.  The second result, vv.16-17, is that the new environment will be animated by true moral and spiritual principles, expressed in sound moral regulations and practices over the whole area of the new creation.  Third, there will be a human society marked by peace, in its full realization as peace with God.  Fourth, v.18, there will be security of tenure, no more mere human wishful thinking and confidence.

John Sung worked through the churches.  He never lost sight of the corporate nature of Christianity.  Being unhampered by denominationalism, he went wherever the churches invited him.  He worked with them and through them.  Wherever he went, he left behind him not only converted Christians but revived churches.  He knew that evangelism was not a work only for the ordained minister or even for the experienced Christian.  The NT makes every believer, no matter how young or immature in the faith, a witness and a soul-winner.  China cannot be evangelized by a single evangelist, or even by a team, but only by the active witness of every Christian.  God’s purpose is that every local Christian congregation should be organized for witness as well as for worship, and that every single Christian should have a share in the work.  What is true for China is true for Canada also, and for every country.

CONCLUSION
So, will God come to Victoria?  Philip Yancey, commenting on the estimated 20,000 Chinese who convert to Christianity every day and the fact that less than a third of Christians today hail from Europe and North America, concludes that God goes where He’s wanted.  Charting the course of God’s geographical movement throughout history, from the Middle Eastern church of Paul’s day, to Europe and its Christian millennium and to the Americas, and to its present spread in Africa and parts of Asia, he identifies an alarming trend.  As societies achieve a level of comfort and prosperity, its citizens feel less need for religious faith.  They live off the moral capital of the past.  Meanwhile God quietly moves on, to a place that senses more need.  I don’t know the answer to the question.  I do know that revival begins with me, with you, all of us.  As John Sung learned from John Wesley, the first mark of revival is a conviction of sin and a thorough confession of sin.  In response to Is 32:15-17, let us ask God to pour out His Spirit on us to produce the righteous character that leads to peace.  Let us make this a persistent Lenten prayer.  What signs of unrighteousness do we see in our lives?  Let us ask God right now to uproot them.          

QUESTIONS
1. Imagine yourself as John Sung in the midst of a revival.  What is happening to the way you believe God works?

2. Was the kind of wisdom in Is 32:15-17 a part of your upbringing?  If not, what kind of wisdom did you see and hear?

3. What happens to an unrighteous person who comes into the presence of the God who is a consuming fire? (Malachi 4:1; Matt 3:12)  What happens to the person who wants to be righteous?  (Malachi 3:2-3, 4:2)

4. How can we make the Cross the heart of our Christian witness?

5. Why does the Kingdom grow from the bottom up (like yeast in dough)?
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