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The Birth of a Revival
When does a baby become a human being? Pro-life advocates would argue that this happens long before the moment of birth. And when does a revival actually begin? Most who write on the topic agree that signs of revival are recognizable long before the single event popularly designated as its beginning. For example, the starting date of the Protestant Reformation is often cited as 1517, when Martin Luther nailed The Ninety-Five Theses to the cathedral door in Wittenberg – but reformers like Huss and Wycliffe had put their mark on the church years prior to this actual date.
A “trigger point” is a highly discernible occurrence that’s hard to miss. An example is the fire that fell and consumed Elijah’s sacrifice on Mount Carmel (see 1 Kings 18). Scripture reads, “When all the people saw this, they fell prostrate and cried, ‘The Lord – he is God! The Lord – he is God!” (verse 39). No resistance was offered when Elijah gave the order to seize the prophets of Baal and slay them on the spot. The Lord had won the day. No one questioned it.

But we have to be careful that revival discussions don’t always center on the sensational, which can cause people to be dissatisfied with anything less. A church revival can be birthed over a period of time just as certainly as it can in one spiritual flash of lightning. Given the option, a longer time period is better for everyone involved. The more compact the time frame, the greater the falling-off of results at the end. Said differently, if the characteristic signs of revival in a church can be developed over a two-year period, there will usually be less chaos and more real fruit than if the same amount of maturing has to take place during a two-week series of special meetings.

If the believers in a church love spending time in worship, demonstrate Christ-like love for one another, are learning to walk in holiness, are excited about serving the Lord, have great respect for the Word of God, are maturing in prayer, regularly tell the unchurched about Jesus, reject Satan and all he stands for, and manifest the wholeness and goodness associated with following Jesus, then no one should frustrate them by implying that a great deal more has yet to be experienced! When people are living the way they would if Jesus Himself were bodily present, it doesn’t matter what series of events got them there – they should continue to enjoy the relationship and keep on doing what’s being done!

Yes, God might choose to reveal Himself in a manner beyond what He has done to date. He may heal the sick, pour out a spirit of conviction that brings hundreds to the altar, display miraculous signs of one kind or another or have fire fall from heaven as in Elijah’s day. He could even send flaming tongues of fire as we read about in Acts 2 – the “trigger point” that sparked the early church. But a genuine moving of the Holy Spirit can also be experienced without a spectacular fireworks show. However, as revival momentum builds, there is usually an accompanying escalation of the supernatural. Specific illustrations could include the conversion of hardened sinners, remarkable answers to prayer, many people being called into ministry, even signs and wonders. What the Spirit chooses to do is not for us to worry about. The question of when divine fire should fall needs to be left in God’s hands. Our job is to be faithful in acting as we would if Jesus Himself were bodily present in the ongoing life of the congregation. The more skilled we become at this, the more we will be able to see Jesus among us through eyes of faith, and the more we free Him to act through His Church in the same ways He did when He walked this earth.
ACTION STEPS
· WHEN divine fire falls from heaven, people will always be impressed. It’s especially remarkable if the flame consumes a sacrifice, its stone altar, plus the surrounding soil and water. The Bible reads, “After a long time, in the third year [of the drought], the word of the Lord came to Elijah: ‘Go and present yourself to Ahab, and I will send rain on the land’” (1 Kings 18:1). Read this entire chapter and ponder why God delayed so long before acting as He did. Would the people’s response have been different if they had not undergone a frustrating time of waiting? Is the Church today ready for God to send the fire – or is more time needed?
· IMAGINE you are a freelance video-camera operator who lives in Atlanta, Georgia. NBC has hired you on Sunday morning to go immediately to a town two hours away, where a remarkable revival has broken out in several of the local churches. The meetings are continuing long past the noon hour, and the network wants footage. “You’re the best,” they tell you. “Get us what we want – and quick!” Viewers’ impressions of what is happening will be influenced by what you shoot. As you drive to your destination, what are your thoughts? Be careful not to emphasize something peripheral just because it’s dramatic.
· REVIEW the nine characteristics of revival in a local church. Put a T by the ones that will take time to develop and a Q by the ones that could unfold quickly.
_____ worship
_____ Christ-like love
_____ holiness
_____ eager service

_____ appreciation for Scripture

_____ prayer

_____ evangelism

_____ spiritual warfare

_____ wholeness or well-being

What does this short evaluation reveal about the overall timing of a revival moment?
· IMAGINE you have been hired as a consultant by two churches. The first congregation has been seeing Christians come forward in tears, weeping about sins in their lives. If this is from God, the leaders want to know how they can best facilitate what He is doing. What is your advice? The second illustration requires you to go back in time. Read Acts 2:1-13. About 120 people had been praying together for several days when they heard a sound like the blowing of a violent wind. Then what appeared to be tongues of fire came to rest on each of them, and they started speaking in languages they hadn’t learned. The noise drew a crowd of people; many were from foreign places. They each heard the wonders of God being talked about in their own language. In the midst of all this excitement, how will the early church know when it’s living up to God’s expectations? Read the rest of the Acts 2 to see how many of the nine characteristics of revival in the church are present. If someone asks how many more miracles should be expected as the story of the church unfolds, are you content to say that this must be left up to God?
FOR FURTHER STUDY
………Isaiah 55:6-13
………………Acts 1:6-8
…………………………Psalm 75
…………………………………John 11:1-44
…………………………………………Exodus 10:1-2; 11:1-10
