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“Dr. Lloyd-Jones’s preaching was based on deep reading and scholarship, yet it was accessible to everyone. It was close, instructive Bible exposition, yet it stirred the affections and changed the heart. It was highly effective at a city-center in a secularizing society, but it has had broad, worldwide appeal. The Doctor’s preaching ministry is, I believe, unique in the English-speaking world during the last hundred years.”


TIMOTHY KELLER, Redeemer Presbyterian Church, New York


“Martyn Lloyd-Jones was one of the titanic figures of twentieth-century Christianity. What now sets him apart is the fact that his writings, sermons, and other messages are even more influential now, more than two decades after his death, than when he engaged such a massive ministry at Westminster Chapel and beyond. Why? I think the answer is simple: his profound commitment to biblical exposition and the great skill with which he preached and taught the Word of God. In an age when so many preachers seem so unsure of what preaching is, in Lloyd-Jones we find a minister who leaves no doubt.”


R. ALBERT MOHLER JR., President, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary


“Martyn Lloyd-Jones was one of God’s special gifts to the church in the twentieth century.”


MARK DEVER, Capitol Hill Baptist Church, Washington, DC


“Martyn Lloyd-Jones was without question the finest biblical expositor of the twentieth century. In fact, when the final chapter of church history is written, I believe he will stand as one of the greatest preachers of all time. His style of biblical exposition was meticulously thorough and yet full of energy. ‘Logic on fire’ was his famous description of preaching, and he had an amazing gift for blending passion and precision in copious measures. He influenced countless preachers (myself included), and he stood steadfastly against the superficial, entertainment-oriented approach to preaching that seemed to dominate the evangelical world then as it does now. Lloyd-Jones still desperately needs to be heard today.”


JOHN MACARTHUR, Grace Community Church, Sun Valley, CA


“I regarded Martyn Lloyd-Jones with admiration and affection during the years that we were both preaching in London, so I am delighted that his unique ministry is to be more widely available in the United States.”


JOHN STOTT, Rector Emeritus, All Souls Church, London


“The preaching and subsequent writing of Martyn Lloyd-Jones have been and continue to be a huge source of inspiration in my own life and ministry.”


ALISTAIR BEGG, Parkside Church, Cleveland


“Martyn Lloyd-Jones was one of the great preachers of a previous generation who rooted his message in God’s Word. For those wondering how the Word applies to life or seeking textually rooted preaching, his ministry provides a solid model. His books and messages are worth pondering. His messages encourage us to faithfulness. That is commendation enough.”


DARRELL L. BOCK, Research Professor of New Testament Studies, Dallas Theological Seminary


“From my student days onwards Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones was a preacher whom I loved to hear for the sheer quality of his biblical expositions and his stance for evangelical Christianity. It is good to know that efforts are being made to introduce him to a new generation.”


I. HOWARD MARSHALL, Emeritus Professor, University of Aberdeen


“Martyn Lloyd-Jones was one of the twentieth century’s finest gospel preachers— clear, warm, intelligent, Christ-centered.”


CORNELIUS PLANTINGA, President, Calvin Theological Seminary


“Martyn Lloyd-Jones was one of the great expository preachers of the Bible in his era. His expositions over many months on Romans are in fact the stuff of legend. Few preachers have ever better exhibited what it takes and what it means to do one’s exegetical homework before preaching and then bring that information to light and to life in life-changing sermons. May they provide the necessary spur and antidote to those preachers who now think that the art of preaching involves dumbing everything down and over-simplifying things. As Martyn knew, it’s not a matter of boiling down the gospel, rather it’s a matter of boiling up the people, teasing their minds into active thought and engagement with the gospel.”


BEN WITHERINGTON III, Amos Professor of New Testament Interpretation for Doctoral Studies, Asbury Theological Seminary; Doctoral Faculty, St. Andrews University
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Publisher’s Note


The chapters in this book were originally given by Dr. Lloyd-Jones as a series of messages on the occasion of the one hundredth anniversary of the Welsh Revival which occurred in 1859. The Welsh Revival was a great out-pouring of the Holy Spirit which had a profound impact on Wales and throughout England. It was paralleled by similar events in the mid-nineteenth century in America and in other parts of the world. In many ways the Revival provides an ideal pattern or model for revival as it may happen in any time or place through the working of the Holy Spirit.


In the following chapters, when Dr. Lloyd-Jones speaks of the Revival as having occurred “a hundred years ago,” he is referring, of course, to the events of 1859, one hundred years prior to when these messages were first delivered.









Foreword


It is a very great privilege to introduce the late Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones’ sermons on revival to North American readers. No concern was nearer to his heart, nor to mine, and I do not think that our age has seen any more powerful or profound treatment of the topic than this series of messages given in Westminster Chapel, London, during the centenary year of the British revival of 1859. “The Doctor” longed that God would use the centenary to stir his people to a renewed quest for revival, and here he preaches to that end. Although he died in 1981, by his transcribed words he still speaks–and just as relevantly, I believe, as when they were first given.


Dr. Lloyd-Jones was an assiduous preacher as well as an outstanding one. For more than forty years he produced two sermons weekly, each forty to sixty minutes long, and for much of that time it was three. Large-scale exposition of Scripture was his invariable method, but he was, as he often insisted, an evangelist first and foremost. The proclamation, vindication, and application of the New Testament gospel as the last and profoundest word about God and man was from one standpoint the whole of his ministry.


He set forth the gospel on the grandest scale, relating it to the whole of Bible truth and the whole of human life, and he displayed to the full the evengelist’s flair for freshness in telling “the old, old story” by the endless changes that he rang on a group of themes that in his mind orbited constantly around the central realities of Christ’s atoning cross and regeneration by the Spirit. Among these themes were the folly of both the world’s wisdom and the world’s thoughtlessness; the inadequacy of a religion of heart without head, or head without heart, or words without deeds, or outward form without inward change; the broken-down condition of the present-day church, and the further weakening effect that trust in evangelistic and pastoral techniques – religious technology, you might say – is bound to have; and the necessity of revival – that is, a quickening divine visitation – as the only event that can avert ultimate spiritual disaster. The thrustful urgency of the sermons in this book testifies to the depth of his conviction that without revival in the church there is really no hope for the Western world at all.


Revival for “the Doctor” meant more than evangelism that brings in converts, and more than cheerfulness, enthusiasm, and a balanced budget in the local church. What he was after was the new quality of spiritual life that comes through knowing the greatness and nearness of our holy, gracious Creator–something that in former days would have been called enlargement of heart, and heart usually starts with a deepened sense of the power and authority of God in the preaching of the Biblical message. He had known a touch of this in his South Wales congregation, and had studied it in the recorded ministries of such as Whitefield and Edwards, and in the annals of revival in Wales in 1859, and again in his childhood in 1904; and supremely he had perceived it in the New Testament witness to the intensity and depth of the post-Pentecost era out of which the apostolic writings came. This, and nothing less than this, was what revival meant to him.


The divine visitation that revives, he argued, cannot be precipitated by human effort, even though our not caring about it and not seeking it can effectively quench the Spirit and block it. To acknowledge our present impotence and cry to God for such a visitation is, as he saw it, a supreme priority for the church today. But we shall not do this until we grasp the need for revival, and that will not happen until we see that nothing less can help us. Self-confidence, however, currently masks this from us. Shall we ever change at this point?


It disappointed “the Doctor” that he saw so little of revival in his own lifetime. It disappointed him that many who enthused about these sermons when he preached them seemed then to turn their attention to other things and move revival to a back shelf in their mind. Will his message be taken to heart more seriously now that it is in print? I think it should be. I wonder if it will be; and I wait to see.


– J. I. Packer









Chapter 1


The Urgent Need for Revival Today




And when he was come into the house, his disciples asked him privately, Why could not we cast him out? And he said unto them, This kind can come forth by nothing but by prayer and fasting (Mark 9.28–29).





I am calling your attention to these two verses, and to the second in particular, in order that we may consider together the great subject of revival, and of the need, the urgent need, of a revival in the Church of God at the present time for I am persuaded that this is a very urgent matter. In a sense, of course, all preaching should promote revival, and it is only as we, as Christian people, understand the doctrines of the Christian faith that we can ever hope truly to see the need of revival, and therefore to pray for it. But it does seem to me that there are certain considerations which call for a special and an unusually direct and explicit dealing with this subject at the present time.


The first of these considerations is the appalling need. But I have a subsidiary reason also for calling attention to this matter and that is that it happens to be the year 1959, a year in which many will be calling to mind and celebrating the great revival, the great religious awakening, the unusual outpouring and manifestation of the Spirit of God, that took place one hundred years ago, in 1859. In that year there was a revival, first in the United States of America, and afterwards in Northern Ireland, in Wales and parts of Scotland, and even in certain parts of England, and this year there are many who will be calling this to mind and commemorating that great and signal movement of the Spirit of God. I believe it is right that we should participate in this, and understand why it is being done, and why the Church of God should be very concerned about it at this present juncture. This is obviously a matter for the whole Church and not merely for certain of her leaders. The history of revivals brings that out very clearly for God often acts in a most unusual manner, and produces revival and promotes it and keeps it going, not necessarily through ministers but perhaps through people who may have regarded themselves as very humble and unimportant members of the Christian Church.


The Church is so constituted that every member matters, and matters in a very vital sense. So I also call attention to this whole subject, partly because, I sense that there is a curious tendency, today, for members of the Christian Church to feel and to think that they themselves can do very little, and so they tend to look to others to do all that is needed for them. This, of course, is something which is characteristic of the whole of life today. For instance, men and women no longer take exercise in sport as they used to. Instead, people tend to sit in crowds and just watch other people play. There was a time when people provided their own pleasure but now the radio and television provide their entertainment and pleasure for them. And I fear that the tendency is even manifesting itself in the Christian Church. More and more we see evidence that people are just sitting back in crowds while one or two people are expected to be doing everything. Now that, of course, is a complete denial of the New Testament doctrine of the Church as the Body of Christ, where every single member has responsibility, and has a function, and matters, and matters in a most vital sense. You can read the Apostle’s great expositions of that doctrine, for example in 1 Corinthians 12, where you find that he says that our less comely parts are as important as the more comely parts, that every part of the body is to function and is to be ready for the Master’s use, and always to be usable.


That is why I believe that this is a matter which really deserves the most urgent attention of every one of us. Indeed, I do not hesitate to go so far as to say that unless we, as individual Christians, are feeling a grave concern about the state of the Church and the world today, then we are very poor Christians indeed. If we are people who come to the Christian Church merely in order to get some personal help, and no more, then we are the veriest babes in Christ. If we have grown at all, then we must have a concern about the situation, a concern about the state of society, a concern about the state of the Church and a concern about the armour of almighty God. It is, I repeat, a matter that should come home to every one of us.


So let us start considering this incident in Mark 9, and especially these two verses at the end of the account, which constitute a kind of epilogue to the story. In the earlier verses we are told how our Lord had taken Peter and James and John and had gone up into ‘an high mountain apart’ with them. And on that Mount of Transfiguration they had witnessed the amazing event that took place there. But then they were coming down from the mountain, and they found a crowd of people surrounding the remaining disciples, with much argument and disputation. They could not understand what it was all about, when suddenly a man stepped forward and spoke, ‘In a sense,’ he said, ‘I am responsible for this. I have a son here, a poor boy who has been subject to fits, to attacks of convulsions from his childhood,’ (it does not matter what it was exactly) ‘and,’ he continued, ‘I brought this boy along in order that you might heal him. I came to your disciples and they could do nothing. They tried, but they failed.’


Our Lord, you remember, put a few questions to the man, and elicited certain information, and then quite simply proceeded to exorcise the devil out of this boy, and the boy was healed and restored in a moment.


Having done that, our Lord went into the house, and the disciples went with him. And when they got into the house, the disciples turned to our Lord, and said, ‘Why could not we cast him out?’ It is very easy to understand their feelings. They had tried their utmost, but they had failed. They had succeeded in many other cases. Here they had failed altogether. And yet in a moment and with extreme ease our Lord just spoke a word and the boy was healed. ‘Why could not we cast him out?’ they said and our Lord answered and said, ‘This kind can come forth by nothing but by prayer and fasting.’


Now I want to take this story and use it as a very perfect representation of the present position. Here, in this boy, I see the modern world, and in the disciples I see the Church of God, almost at this present hour. Is it not obvious to all of us, that the Church is patently failing, that she does not count even as much as she did in the memory of many of us today? Certainly she does not count as she did seventy, eighty or a hundred years ago. The whole situation speaks eloquently to that. And here is the Church, certainly trying, like the disciples, doing her utmost, perhaps in a sense more active than she has ever been, and yet obviously failing to deal with the situation. And so we can understand the feelings of the disciples only too easily, conscious of failure, aware of certain things that have happened which indicate that there is a possibility of success, and yet not achieving success. And the question therefore that we ask, or certainly should ask, and ask urgently, is ‘Why cannot we cast him out? What is the matter? What is the cause of the failure? What is the explanation of the situtation which confronts us?’


Here, in this story, our Lord seems to me to be dealing with that very question. And the principles that he laid down on that occasion are as vital and as important today as they were when he uttered them on that famous occasion. Fortunately for us, they divide themselves up very simply into three main headings. Why could not we cast him out? The first answer is ‘this kind’. There we have a significant statement. Why could not we cast him out? ‘Oh,’ says our Lord, ‘this kind can come forth by nothing but by prayer and fasting.’ He is telling them, in other words, that the first thing they have to learn is to differentiate between case and case. Clearly what was at the back of the disciples’ question was this: our Lord had sent them out to preach and to cast out devils, and they had gone out, and they had preached and had cast out many devils. Indeed, we read in Luke 10 that on one occasion they had been so successful and had come back with so much elation, that they were very guilty of pride. Our Lord had to rebuke them, saying, ‘Rejoice not, that the spirits are subject unto you; but rather rejoice, because your names are written in heaven’ (Luke 10.20). They were full of jubilation, of excitement. They said that the very devils had been made subject to them, and they had seen Satan, as it were, fall before them.


So, on this occasion, when this man brought his boy to them, they approached the problem with great confidence and assurance. They had no doubt that they were going to succeed. And yet in spite of all their efforts the boy was no better at all, he was as desperate as he was when the father first brought him to them. So naturally they were in trouble, and our Lord helped them just at that point. He said, ‘this kind’: there is a difference between ‘this kind’ and the kind with which you have been dealing hitherto, and with which you have been so successful.


This is a principle that one cannot but notice in reading through the New Testament. In an ultimate sense, of course, the problem is always the same. This, like the others, was a case of devil possession. Ah yes, but there is a difference, as it were, between devil and devil. In that evil kingdom there are gradations, there is a kind of hierarchy. You remember how the Apostle Paul puts it in Ephesians 6: ‘For we wrestle not against flesh and blood…’ – against what then? ‘… principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in high places.’ There is a gradation, and at the head of all is Satan himself, ‘prince of the power of the air, the spirit that now worketh in the children of disobedience’ (Eph. 2.2). There he is, with all his mighty power. But under him are these various other spirits and powers and forces, which vary much in strength and power. Therefore, the disciples could very easily deal with the lesser ones and master them, and exorcise them. But here, says our Lord, is a spirit of greater power. He is not like those other feebler spirits that you have been able to master. This kind is altogether different, and therefore constitutes a much greater problem.


It is important for us to grasp this self-same principle, for it is still as true today as it was then. The first thing, therefore, that we must consider is this whole problem of diagnosis. ‘This kind’. The problem with the disciples was that they had rushed into an attempted treatment before they had understood the nature of the problem. And here is the lesson that the Church so badly needs to learn at this present time. We are all such activists; we are all so busy. We are practical people, we say. We are not interested in doctrine and we must be doing something, so we rush off to our activities. And perhaps that is the main cause of our failure. We have not stopped to consider ‘this kind’. We may not be as aware as we should be of the real essence of the problem which is confronting us. But it is a universal rule and principle that it is sheer madness and waste of energy to attempt any kind of treatment until we have first established an accurate diagnosis. Of course, it is a great relief to be doing things. I am always reminded of the people who during the last war used to confess that what they really could not stand was just to be sitting in an air raid shelter. They felt that the strain was intolerable and they were going mad! But if they could only get up and walk about somewhere, or if they had something to do, they all immediately felt better. It is a great relief to have something to do. But it is not always very intelligent just to be doing something. There is this danger, of rushing into activity before we fully realise the nature of the problem by which we are confronted.


So, as we look at the expression, ‘this kind’, I wonder whether as Christian people we are aware of the real depth of the problem which confronts us, in a spiritual sense, at this present time. I ask that question because it seems to me to be so clear, from the activities of many, that they have not even begun to understand it. They are carrying on with certain methods which were once successful, and they pin their faith to them, and they do not realise that they are not only not successful, but that they cannot be, because of the nature of the problem that is confronting them. It is not enough that we should be aware of some general kind of need, because that is always there. When this man brought his boy to the disciples, there was an obvious need, but that had been true in the other cases in which they had been successful. The need is common to all, so that the mere fact that we are aware of it says nothing. The problem for us is the precise nature of this need, what is its exact character? And it is there that we have to think and to realise that we need a little subtlety and understanding in our approach, in order to make our diagnosis.


Let me give you an illustration to explain what I mean. Imagine that you are walking along a country road, and as you walk along you suddenly see a man lying on the side of the road. He does not make any move when you come along, so obviously he has not heard you, and you come to the conclusion that this man is in a state of unconsciousness. Very well, so far so good, everybody is agreed about that. Yes, but the really important question is why that man is lying in that state of unconsciousness. Because there are many possible reasons for this. One reason may be that the man has been taking a very long walk, and he has suddenly felt so tired that he cannot proceed any further. So he had just taken a rest and fallen asleep, and he is sleeping so soundly that he did not hear you as you walked along.


But there are other possible explanations. The man may be in that condition because he has suddenly become ill. He may have had a hemorrhage into his brain which has rendered him unconscious. Or, again, he may be in that unconscious condition because he has been taking some drug. He may have taken too much alcohol or some other drug. He is poisoned. I need not go into any other possibilities. My point is that if you want to help this man it is not enough just to say that he is unconscious. You must discover exactly the cause of his unconsciousness. Even if it is the case that the man is just asleep, well, it may be raining and he may be in danger of getting wet and getting a chill. And so, if you want to help him, all you have to do is to shake him and to shout at him and he will wake up. And when you tell him, that he is endangering his health by lying there and sleeping in the rain, he will be grateful to you, and you will have solved the problem without doing anything further. But if the man has a drug in his system, if he is under the influence of some poison, then your shouting and your shaking will not help him. If this is true, then the situation is more serious, and if you really are going to do anything of value to help the man, you must take measures which will get rid of the poison in his system, and administer certain antidotes, and proceed to deal with him according to the particular necessity. Or if he is suffering from some disease then again, the treatment will be quite different.


There, I think, we see in a picture the importance of establishing a clear diagnosis. Oh yes, everybody is aware that there is a need, but the question is what is the need? This is the thing which demands our most urgent attention at this present time, and it seems to me that until the Christian Church, until Christian people as individuals in the Church, are aware of the nature of the problem, we cannot begin to deal with it as we should. And here I see a very great difference between today and two hundred years ago, or indeed even one hundred years ago. The difficulty in those earlier times was that men and women were in a state of apathy. They were more or less asleep. Going back, certainly two hundred years, there was no general denial of Christian truth. It was just that people did not trouble to practise it. They more or less assumed it. And in a sense, all you had to do then was to awaken them and to rouse them, and to disturb them out of their lethargy. That was also the position a hundred years ago and at the end of the Victorian era. All you needed at that time was an occasional campaign just to rouse people and to awaken them. And that seemed to be sufficient.


But the question is whether that is still the position. Are we right if we diagnose that to be the state of affairs at the present time? What is ‘this kind’? What is the problem that is confronting us? I feel increasingly, that as we examine this truly, we shall see that the kind of problem facing us is altogether deeper and more desperate than that which has confronted the Christian Church for many a long century. For the problem for us is not apathy, it is not a mere lack of concern and lack of interest. It is something much more profound. It seems to me to be a complete unawareness, even a denial of the spiritual altogether. It is not just apathy, it is not that people really have at the back of their minds what is right and true, but are not doing anything about it. No, the whole notion of the spiritual has gone. The very belief in God has virtually gone. We need not at this point seek the causes of this, but the fact is that because of some supposed scientific knowledge, the average man today thinks that all this belief about God and religion and salvation, and all that belongs to the realm of the Church, is something that should be entirely dismissed and forgotten. He believes that it has been an incubus on human nature all through the centuries, that it has been something that has been preventing the development and the forward march of the human race, and that it should be got rid of. The modern man is impatient with it all. He dislikes it and he dismisses it in toto.


Now surely, this is something which we should recognise. It is very difficult for us, because we are Christian people, and because we are interested in these things, to realise the mentality and the attitude of those who do not belong to the Christian Church, but that I would suggest to you is what they are thinking. Not only that, the authority of the Bible is no longer recognised. In past times people did recognise the Bible to be the word of God. They did not practise it or listen to it, but if you asked them what they thought of it, they would admit that, yes it was the good old book, God’s book, and, yes, they felt that they were sinners. But that is no longer the case. It is regarded as an ordinary book, to be treated like any other book. It is just literature, which is to be criticised, analysed and subjected to our knowledge, historical, scientific and everything else, just a book amongst books. No longer is it acknowledged as the divine, inspired word of God.


Take the essential truths about our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. These are no longer believed as they once were. He is regarded as just a man amongst men, a great man, of course, but nothing more than that. His deity is denied, his virgin birth is denied and his atoning death is denied. He is just a social reformer, just a political agitator, merely someone who laid down certain ethical views with respect to life, which we would do well to practise. Let me give you an illustration of this. A man like Bertrand Russell, for instance, has said that the Christian Church should be telling the nations and the governments what they ought to do, and not to do, about bombs, and yet he himself writes a book saying Why I am not a Christian. You see, that is the kind of thing we find today. All that is really of value to us about the Lord is denied, and he is reduced to the position of a mere human teacher or of some kind of great example.


And then, over and above all that, we are confronted by the way in which people live. It is no longer merely a question of immorality. This has become an amoral or a non-moral society. The very category of morality is not recognised at all, and men and women are virtually in the position of saying ‘evil be thou my good’. Surely, we all see this if we read our newspapers with intelligent eyes. We find a defence, as it were, of immorality, a justification of it in terms of medicine, or a man’s constitution, or in terms of a denunciation of the taboos of the past. And things which should never be mentioned are even allowed to be presented on the stage, as long as they do not violate certain canons of decency. Now, surely, it is time that we who are Christian people, had a living understanding of the position which confronts us, that is, the state of society. Our terminology no longer means anything to the masses of the people. They are in a position of plenty, plenty of money, able to get everything they want, and they are unconcerned about spiritual things: no interest in the soul, no interest in the higher things of life, just eating and drinking and enjoying themselves. They have got what they want and all they are anxious to do is to hold on to it.


There, then, as I see it, is something of ‘this kind’ – the problem with which you and I are confronted. Now it is essential that we understand this because in the second place our Lord goes on to say that ‘this kind can come forth by nothing but…’ There are certain things which are quite useless, when they are applied to ‘this kind’. In other words, what our Lord was saying to the disciples can be put like this. He said, in effect, ‘You have failed in this particular case because the power that you had and which was sufficient and adequate for the other cases, is inadequate and of no value here. It just leaves you utterly helpless and hopeless and it leaves the boy in his diseased and powerless condition.’


And surely this is the second step which we need to take at the present time. Is it not becoming obvious at last that so many of the things in which we have trusted and to which we have pinned our faith, are proving to be of no avail? Now, do not misunderstand me. I am not saying that there is anything wrong in these things in and of themselves. The power that the disciples had was a good power, and it was able to do good work in casting out the feeble devils, but it was of no value in the case of that boy. That is the argument, so all the things that I am going to mention are quite all right as far as they go. I am not saying that they are wrong, what I am saying is that they are not enough, and until you and I come to see that, and until we see the greater need, we will just continue as we are in our utter ineffectiveness, in spite of all our efforts, organisings and endeavours.


What are some of these things that are proving to be useless? Let me just indicate some of them to you, because these are the things on which the Christian Church is still relying. These are the things to which Christian people are still pinning their faith. Let me begin with apologetics – the belief that what we really have to do is to make the Christian faith acceptable to and commendable to the men and women of today. To this end books are written, lectures are delivered, and sermons are preached, in an attempt to produce and present the Christian faith in a philosophical manner to the modern man. And so you take the books which deal with the philosophy of religion, you take the great works of past philosophers, the great Greek philosophers and others, and you say that Christianity fits into this, that it is rational and so on, and so you show the utter reasonableness of the Christian faith. That is apologetics, presenting itself in the form of philosophy.


In particular, at the present time, we are interested in doing this in terms of science, reconciling science with religion. We argue that the people of today, are scientifically minded, that they have this scientific outlook, and that, of course, they cannot believe the gospel and the Scriptures, because they seem to them to dispute the scientific facts, especially as far as miracles and such things are concerned. The Church, therefore, argues that what is necessary is to reconcile science and religion, and so we clutch at any scientist who even remotely hints that in some vague way he believes in God. What excitement there was when a recent Reith lecturer, a scientist, even seemed to indicate that he believed that after all there may be a God who may have created at the beginning. And we find this wonderful! You see the pathetic state we have got into, that we should become excited when a man like that, great scientist though he may be, seems even to allow the possibility that there is a God and there is a Creator. And we are so pleased about it, and we all mention it to one another, and say that this is marvellous! It shows, you see, that we are pinning our faith to this kind of thing. What we really ought to say is, ‘Does he really? How kind of him! How nice of him!’ And then perhaps we should pause for a moment and say, ‘Why has it taken him all these years to come even to that nebulous conclusion?’ But it is indicative of our whole attitude that we should clutch at these men, whoever they are, and however vague their statements. It shows that ultimately we really believe that the way to deal with the modern situation is through our apologetics. Ah, we want to show that, after all, the Bible does not deny science. Science is the authority and the Bible has got to be fitted in. And we think that by that kind of effort and endeavour we are going to deal with the present situation.


Then again it is done in terms of archaeology. Do not misunderstand me, archaeology is very valuable – thank God for everything that it produces which does confirm the biblical history – but if we are going to depend upon archaeology, well then, God help us all. There are different schools amongst the archaeologists, and they have their different interpretations. But there seems to be this tendency to clutch at every straw, feeling that this is what is going to prove that the Bible is true. And in the same way we clutch at well-known men. What excitement there was when the late Professor Joad wrote a book in which he acknowledged that the war had driven him to believe in evil and to believe in God! But, why all this excitement? It indicates our pathetic faith and belief in these methods which are nothing but apologetics.


It was exactly the same way at the beginning of the eighteenth century, when people were pinning their faith on Bishop Butler and his great analogy of religion, and the Boyle lectures, and so on. These, they taught us, are the things that are going to show the truth of Christianity, but they did not do that. ‘This kind’ can come forth by nothing along that line.


Then let us come to methods. How tragic it is to see the way in which men are pinning their faith upon particular methods. One of these is the excitement about new translations of the Bible. This is based on the belief that the man of today, who is not a Christian, is outside the Church because he cannot understand the Authorised Version. These technical terms, this Elizabethan language, justification, sanctification: this means nothing to the modern man. What he wants, you see, is a Bible in modern language, in modern slang, in the modern idiom, and then men will read it. Then they will say, ‘This is Christianity,’ and they will embrace it. And so we are having fresh translations, one after another. Everybody buys them because all we need is the Bible in modern up-to-date language. Is this not tragic? Is that what is keeping people from Christ? Do you think that people two hundred years ago knew anything more about justification and sanctification than they do today? Were those the common terms of a thousand years ago? Is that the difficulty? No, it is the heart of man, it is the evil that is in him. It is not a question of language, it is not a question of terminology, yet we pin our faith to this. Do not misunderstand me, there may be some value in modern translation, though nothing like as much as people think. You have got to go a long way to improve on this Authorised Version, and we need to be careful with the modern translations, they may mislead theologically. But, whatever their value, that is not going to solve the problem.


What else is there? Oh, the belief in the radio and the television. We must make use of these media, we say. Everybody is listening. Take the gospel to their homes. Give them these short snappy messages, that is the way to do it. So we pin our faith on it. Then there is advertising. Big business succeeds because it advertises, so we must advertise the Church, and set up our publicity agencies in the Church. In this way we will tell the people what the Church is and what she is doing, in the belief that if we only tell them the truth, they will jump at it and want it and take it, as they do the various commodities that are advertised in these ways. And people seem to believe this. They think that ‘this kind’ can come forth by such methods as this. What we need, they say, is new magazines, new literature, new tracts, and off we go and distribute all these. We write articles in a semi-popular form – now people will get the message, we say.


And then of course, there is popular evangelism, in which all this is put to practice. Everything that can appeal to the modern man, the last word in presentation is used, in the belief that when it is done, and you do it with a modern technique, then you will get hold of the modern man. But I think that the time has now come to ask this simple question: what are the results? Is the modern problem being touched at all? Of course these various methods, the apologetics and the others may indeed lead to individual conversions. We are all aware of that. Almost any method you like to employ will do that. Of course there are individual conversions, but my question is this – what of the situation, what of the bulk of men and women, what of the working classes of this country, are they being touched at all, are they being affected at all? Is anybody being affected, except those who are already in the Church or on the fringe of the Church? What of the spiritual and religious condition of the country? What of the whole state of society? Is this being touched at all by all our activities?


Well, my answer would be that it all seems to put us into the position of the disciples who had tried to cast the devil out of the boy, these men who had been so successful in many another case, but who could not touch this case at all. And our Lord gives them the explanation, ‘this kind’ can come forth by nothing like this. By what, then? ‘This kind can come forth by nothing but by prayer, and fasting.’ You failed there, he said in effect to these disciples, because you did not have sufficient power. You were using the power that you have, and you were very confident in it. You did it with great assurance, you were masters of the occasion, you thought you were going to succeed at once, but you did not. It is time you paused for a moment and began to think. It was your ignorance of these gradations in power amongst evil spirits that led to your failure, and to your crestfallen condition at this moment. You have not sufficient power. I did what you could not do because I have power, because I am filled with the power that God gives me by the Holy Spirit, for he gives not the Spirit by measure unto me. You will never be able to deal with ‘this kind’ unless you have applied to God for the power which he alone can give you. You must become aware of your need, of your impotence, of your helplessness. You must realise that you are confronted by something that is too deep for your methods to get rid of, or to deal with, and you need something that can go down beneath that evil power, and shatter it, and there is only one thing that can do that, and that is the power of God.


And we, too, must become aware of that, we have got to feel it until we become desperate. We must ask ourselves how we can succeed if we do not have this authority, this commission, this might and strength and power. We must become utterly and absolutely convinced of our need. We must cease to have so much confidence in ourselves, and in all our methods and organisations, and in all our slickness. We have got to realise that we must be filled with God’s Spirit. And we must be equally certain that God can fill us with his Spirit. We have got to realise that however great ‘this kind’ is, the power of God is infinitely greater, that what we need is not more knowledge, more understanding, more apologetics, more reconciliation of philosophy and science and religion, and all modern techniques – no, we need a power that can enter into the souls of men and break them and smash them and humble them and then make them anew. And that is the power of the living God. And we must be confident that God has this power as much today as he had one hundred years ago, and two hundred years ago, and so we must begin to seek the power and to pray for it. We must begin to plead and yearn for it. ‘This kind’ needs prayer.


Now, this is but the introduction to the theme that we are going to consider, but it leads me to ask this question: are you really concerned about the present position? Are you desperately concerned about it? Are you praying about it? Do you ever pray for the power of God in the Church today? Or are you just content to read the weekly newspapers which tell us about all these various efforts and to say, ‘It is all right, the word is going on.’ ‘This kind cometh not forth but by prayer and fasting.’ This word fasting is not in all the ancient manuscripts, but it implies not only literal, physical fasting, but concentration. The value of fasting is that it enables you to give your undivided attention to a subject. So what our Lord said to the disciples is this: you will never deal with this sort of problem until you have been praying, concentrating in prayer, waiting upon God, until he has filled you with the power. When you know you have got it, then you go out with authority. That is the way, and that is the only way. Surely no one should need to be convinced, today, that nothing short of a mighty outpouring of the Spirit of God is adequate to deal with our situation in this mid-twentieth century? Are you really still trusting to these other things? Here is the vital question. Have you seen the desperate need of prayer, the prayer of the whole Church? I shall see no hope until individual members of the Church are praying for revival, perhaps meeting in one another’s homes, meeting in groups amongst friends, meeting together in churches, meeting anywhere you like, and praying with urgency and concentration for a shedding forth of the power of God, such as he shed forth one hundred and two hundred years ago, and in every other period of revival, and of reawakening. There is no hope until we do. But the moment we do, hope enters. Oh, when God manifests his power, it happens as it happened in the case of this poor boy. With apparent ease, in an effortless manner, the devil is exorcised, and the boy healed and restored to his father. When God arises, his enemies are scattered, that is the story of all the great revivals of history. But we shall not be interested in revival until we realise the need of ‘this kind’, the futility of all our own efforts and endeavours and the utter absolute need of prayer, and seeking the power of God alone.









Chapter 2


Hindrances to Revival




And Isaac departed thence, and pitched his tent in the valley of Gerar, and dwelt there. And Isaac digged the wells of water, which they had digged in the days of Abraham his father; for the Philistines had stopped them after the death of Abraham: and he called their names after the names by which his father had called them (Gen. 26. 17–18).





This incident in the life of Isaac has much to teach us in our consideration of the whole question of revival. The picture, is one of Isaac in trouble, in a difficulty. If you read the context, you will find that he had been living in another part of the country, and God had blessed him in a very striking manner. So much so that Isaac had become the object of envy of those who were living round and about him, and they had forced him to move. ‘Abimelech said unto Isaac, Go from us; for thou art much mightier than we…’ (26.16). And so Isaac was compelled to move with his family and all his servants, possessions and belongings. Then he came to this valley of Gerar and decided that he would dwell there. Of course, the moment he arrived he was confronted by an urgent and a very desperate need – and that was the need of water. I do want to emphasise that, because the need, in other words, was the need for something that is absolutely essential to life, in addition to being essential to well-being. He was not merely confronted by the problem of seeking some beauty spot where he might pitch his tent, or erect some kind of dwelling place for himself. He was not looking for entertainment, or for luxuries, he was not looking for any kind of accessory to life. The whole point of the story is that he was looking for something that is an absolute essential, and without which life cannot be maintained at all.


I emphasise that because as I have already indicated, the first thing we must realise about the situation we are in today is its desperate character. It is urgent. In other words, the trouble, as I see it, with the Church today is that she does not realise, as she should, that her primary need, and her urgent need at the moment, is the need of life itself. The problem confronting us is not a problem of methods, or of organisation, or of making a slight adjustment here and there, or improving things a little bit, or keeping them up-to-date, or anything like that. It seems to me that we are really down to this basic issue. The problem of society today is not a superficial problem, it is a very radical one. The whole outlook upon life is involved. And serious observers, as you know, are appalled as they contemplate what is really taking place. A well known medical authority, charged with being behind the times and old-fashioned, said recently that he almost wished that he were dead as he contemplated certain things that are taking place. So appalled was the man at the whole trend of life and of living that he was even capable of expressing himself in such sentiments. Now that is the situation, and it is the situation confronting the Church. There is no doubt that we have been living on the capital of the past – as you go round this country and look at the congregations, you will see that very quickly. You can carry on for a certain length of time on tradition, and by custom, and habit, but the point is bound to come when you cease to have any capital left and then you realise that you are facing something absolutely ultimate, something which is fundamental. And that, as I say, is the whole situation today of the Christian Church. We really are in the position of this man Isaac. And the problem confronting us is the need of life itself, the need of that fundamental power and vigour in every activity of the Church which really can make an impact upon the world, and do something vital and drastic with regard to the whole trend of affairs at the present time; the need of life, the need of power, the need of the Spirit himself.


There are times in the Church when what is needed is some sort of line or adjustment here or there, but that is not the trouble today. This is not a minor matter, it is not a third-rate or a fourth-rate matter that is in the balance at the moment. It is the whole life of the Church. It is the whole question of a spiritual outlook upon life, over and against everything that is represented by the world.


Now, the great lesson taught us here is this. What did Isaac do when he was face to face with this particular need? Here is our message. And you notice, first of all, what he did not do. It is so significant, and so important for us to understand this. He has been driven out; he has been forced to move. He has a family, possessions, servants and animals, and if they do not find water soon, then life itself will come to an end. They will perish. What then, face to face with this urgent need, does he do? Well, you notice that he does not send for the prospectors, he does not send for the water diviners, or for men who are experts in seeking and discovering fresh supplies of water. No, the whole message is that ‘Isaac digged again the wells of water which they had digged in the days of Abraham, his father’. Here again, is a message, that surely is sorely needed. Because when one looks at the Church in general the whole outlook today seems to be the very reverse of that of Isaac.


The kind of thing you read constantly in the books and the religious journals is this. What we need, they say, is a message for this atomic age, or a message for this second Elizabethan period. And, therefore, we must all be engaging in a quest for truth, a search for the message that is needed. So we call in the prospectors, we look to the scientists, we look to philosophy, and then psychology has its contribution to make. We call for the latest knowledge and learning, we want the very last advance in science and in culture in every shape and form. The whole idea is that the world is in a very serious predicament and therefore it behoves all men of understanding to come together and pool their resources, call a congress of world faiths, bring in everybody who believes in any religion and worships any sort of god. At the present time, the thing that is most obvious about the life of the Church in general is the multiplicity of consciences, and there they are, trying to find the formula. Trying to discover some word, trying to discover some message. ‘It’s this atomic age we’re in,’ they say, ‘we must have a message for it.’ And so on. Instead of doing what Isaac did, we are calling in the prospectors, the water-diviners, trying to see if we can discover a source or supply of water somewhere that will enable us to continue.


No, the emphasis in these verses is, I repeat, that Isaac did nothing of the kind. But what he did was this: ‘Isaac digged again the wells of water which they had digged in the days of Abraham, his father.’ Why did he do this? Well, I think that the wisdom of this is perfectly clear, and quite obvious. Isaac realised that his situation was such that it was no time for experimentation. The position was so urgent that if they did not have water and that very quickly, they would all perish. And in such a position, he argued like this: ‘There is no need for us to prospect and send for the water-diviners. My father, Abraham, was once in this area, and if there was one thing that characterised Abraham above everything else it was that he was an expert on this very question of finding water and sinking wells.’ If you read the story of Abraham in the early chapters of Genesis, you will find exactly what I mean by that statement. Isaac knew that Abraham had found water wherever he went; he always succeeded and he dug his wells, and he had an abundance of water. So Isaac said ‘My immediate business is to make certain that we have got a supply. Then having got a supply, and being sure of it, if we like we can prospect, we may try to seek for a further supply, we may experiment.’ But the man who experiments in the midst of a crisis is a fool. The first thing to do is to make certain that you have a guaranteed supply, that you have that vital source which will enable you to live and to continue, and then perhaps allow you to do these various other things. That, it seems to me, was clearly the reasoning of Isaac. He said, ‘Ah, my father was here. Now then, where did he sink these wells? You can go there with confidence for you will find water there.’ So back he went to the wells of water which they had dug in the days of Abraham, his father.


This then brings us inevitably to our theme. I would like to lay it down as a principle that there is great value in the reading of Church history and a study of the past, and nothing, surely, is more important for us at this present time than to read the history of the past and to discover its message. I suggest that we should do so for the very reasons which impelled Isaac to dig again the wells which they had dug in the days of Abraham, his father. It is very foolish to ignore the past. The man who does ignore it, and assumes that our problems are quite new, and that therefore the past has nothing at all to teach us, is a man who is not only grossly ignorant of the Scriptures, he is equally ignorant of some of the greatest lessons even in secular history. Yet, I think you will agree, that is the mentality that is governing the outlook of the vast majority at the present time. The basic assumption is that our problems are new, that they are quite unique, and that the Church and the world have never been confronted by such problems before.


Now, there is one very interesting thing about the year 1959. It is, as I have been saying, the centenary of that mighty outpouring of the Spirit of God which was experienced in the United States, and in Northern Ireland, and Wales, and Scotland, and in even parts of England, but it is also the centenary of something else, and that is the publication of the famous book by Charles Darwin called The Origin of Species. And there is no doubt but that it is Darwin’s book that is governing the outlook of the vast majority today, not only in the world, but also, alas, in the Church.


The Darwinian philosophy, of course, in its essence is just this question of evolution, which is said to affect the whole of life. Darwin himself was not much concerned about that, but his co-tutors, people like Huxley, and still more, perhaps, the philosopher Spencer, took hold of this principle. They said in effect, ‘This is working in the whole of life, this progress, this development, this advancement. Everything is going upwards, moving forwards, and therefore, at any given point you are, of necessity, in a superior position to that which went before.’ Now, the Church has taken hold of this idea, and therefore she tends to argue that our position in the twentieth century is essentially different from any position that has ever been known before. So in view of this, we must ignore the past, we can forget it, it cannot possibly help us. It was not confronted by our problems and difficulties, it has not our knowledge, and so on and so forth. So the whole outlook and mentality today is one which is opposed to going back, to ‘digging again the wells which they had digged in the days of Abraham.…’


Now, this is, of all the fallacies, the most fatal. And for these reasons. God is still the same. God is the same today as he was a hundred years ago. Indeed, God is the same as he was a thousand years ago, and two thousand years ago, and away back six thousand years ago in the time of Abraham. God is from everlasting to everlasting. He does not change at all. But not only is that true, it is equally true that man is still the same. If it could be established that God is somehow different and that man is somehow different, I would be ready to listen to this argument, that assumes that our problems are unique, and that therefore we must not look back. But man is still precisely the same as he always has been.


It is to me almost incredible and incomprehensible that anybody who has ever read the Bible at all, or even indeed human history, could possibly dispute this, even for a second. What superficial thinkers we are. We are assuming that because man can travel in an aeroplane, and split the atom, he is somehow different from his forefathers who could not do these things. But man himself has not changed. Man himself, you discover by looking into how he thinks, what he is really interested in, how he acts. And man today is, primarily and fundamentally, interested in the very things that interested him four thousand years ago, in the time of Abraham. If we just read the newspapers we see that the major interests of Man are still, eating, drinking, making war, sex and pleasures of various kinds. They are all here in the Old Testament, and man is still doing the same things. Look at the major social problems confronting us today, and you will find all of them in the Bible: theft, robbery, violence, jealousy, envy, infidelity, divorce, separation, perversions, all these things, are in the Bible. These are the problems of man today, as they have always been.


So we are not confronted by a new problem. Abraham had the problem of finding water, Isaac had precisely the same problem. All the differences are on the surface, they are irrelevant, and they are immaterial. God remains the same, man remains the same, yes, and the New Testament reminds us that the solution to the problem remains the same: ‘Jesus Christ the same yesterday, today and for ever’ (Heb. 13.8). So there is nothing, it seems to me, that is quite so hopeless as this tacit assumption of the modern man, in his overweening conceit and pride, that he is something different, and that his problems are quite new, and entirely and essentially different from those confronting all his forefathers. No, listen to the wisdom of Isaac, see the urgency of the position and remember that Abraham was a man who knew what he was doing. The history of the past has a great deal to tell us.


What, then, does it tell us? The first principle is this. If you look back across the history of the Christian Church, you immediately find that the story of the Church has not been a straight line, a level record of achievement. The history of the Church has been a history of ups and downs. It is there to be seen on the very surface. When you read the history of the past you find that there have been periods in the history of the Church when she has been full of life, and vigour, and power. The statistics prove that people crowded to the house of God, whole numbers of people who were anxious and eager to belong to the Christian Church. Then the Church was filled with life, and she had great power; the Gospel was preached with authority, large numbers of people were converted regularly, day by day, and week by week. Christian people delighted in prayer. You did not have to whip them up to prayer meetings, you could not keep them away. They did not want to go home, they would stay all night praying. The whole Church was alive and full of power, and of vigour, and of might. And men and women were able to tell of rich experiences of the grace of God, visitations of his Spirit, a knowledge of the love of God that thrilled them, and moved them, and made them feel that it was more precious than the whole world. And, as a consequence of all that, the whole life of the country was affected and changed.


I could give you endless examples of this, but let me take one only, which is perhaps the most notable of all, and that is the evangelical awakening of two hundred years ago. Many secular historians are ready to agree that it was the evangelical awakening in the time of Whitefield and the Wesleys that probably saved this country from an experience such as they had in France in the French Revolution. The Church was so filled with life and with power that the whole of society was affected. Furthermore, the influence of that evangelical awakening upon the life of the last century is again something that is admitted freely by those who are aware of the facts. And, indeed, the same thing happened a hundred years ago in the revival to which I have been referring. And so it has happened in every revival.


Now that is what you find when you go back into history. The Church has not always been as she is now. You read of these tremendous periods of life and vigour and of power. Ah, yes, but what you also notice – and this is why it is so encouraging to look back – is that these glorious periods of revival and of re-awakening have often followed periods of great drought, great deadness, apathy and lifelessness in the history of the Church. In every case, as you find these great peaks, you will find the troughs. You will see that the Church has many times been as she is today, counting so little in the life of the world and of society; so lacking in life, and vigour, and power, and witness, and all that accompanies it. You will find that that has happened many and many a time before. There has been the same desperate, urgent need as confronts us today. And then, after that, has come this mighty uplift, this outpouring of the Spirit of God. So there we have one good reason for going back into the history of the past, instead of just looking at our own problems and saying, ‘Now then, what can we do about improving the technique and improving our methods in this respect or that?’ We must go back and learn this lesson of history, the existence of these awful troughs and the only way in which the Church can be lifted out of them.


My second principle is this – and any reading of Church history, even that which is cursory and superficial, will, I think, bring out this principle abundantly clearly – that every time you get one of these great, and glorious, and mighty periods, you will find that in every instance it seems to be a returning to something that had obtained before. Indeed, I will go further – you will find that every one of them seems to be a returning to what you can read in the book of the Acts of the Apostles. Every time the Church is thus revived, she seems to be doing what Isaac did; she is going back to something that had happened before, rediscovering it, and finding the ancient supply. There is nothing I know of that is more striking in the history of the Church than just that principle. Read the story of the great revivals with which God has visited the Church throughout the centuries, and you will find that it always seems to be almost precisely the same thing.


Then, try it another way. Having tried it like this historically, try it geographically. Read the stories of revivals in England, Great Britain, America, Africa, China, Manchuria, Korea, India, it does not matter where you go, turn to any part of the world you may like to choose. It does not matter where you are, nor when, you will find every time that what has happened, and what is happening, seems to be an exact repetition of what has always happened at such times, and on such occasions. Now this is surely something that we cannot afford to ignore. In our desperate need at the present time, in this urgent need of life and power, this water without which we can achieve nothing, and cannot even exist, here is a great record and testimony that comes to us from the past. God has dealt with such occasions in ages past, and he is still the same. There is a supply available, if only we will go to it and go for it. That is the message.


That, then, brings me to my next principle. Isaac, in his wisdom, decided to go back. He was going to make certain of a supply. So he commanded his men to go to those old wells which had been dug by Abraham, his father. And when they went back to the old wells, they found that the Philistines had stopped them after the death of Abraham. We are told exactly the same thing in verse 15: ‘For all the wells which his father’s servants had digged in the days of Abraham his father, the Philistines had stopped them, and filled them with earth.’ In other words, they went back to the old wells, yes, but though the water was still there, they could not see it. The water was not available, and they could not use it.


Now, here is a wonderful picture, is it not? There, down in the depths, is that old pristine supply of water, and here are men in a desperate need. They say, ‘Now, the water is there. But the problem is how can we get hold of it? What has happened here? What has gone wrong? Why are we not seeing water? Why can we not put in our vessels and draw water?’ And the answer is that the Philistines had stopped the wells. They had filled them up with earth and with rubbish and refuse, so that although the water was there it was not available, and it was not visible. If there is one thing I want to stress, and to impress more than anything else, it is this principle. My dear friends, there is only one explanation for the state of the Christian Church today. It is the work of the Philistines. The water is there, so why do we not see it? Why are we not able to drink of it? The Philistines have been here, and they have filled the wells with the earth and the rubbish and the refuse.


That is the immediate matter confronting us and the one thing that tempts me at times to be impatient is that the Church does not seem to see this, or to realise it, and is not ready to face it. And what makes me even more impatient is that so many evangelical people are not ready to face this either. ‘I am not a controversalist,’ says a man. ‘I like to preach a positive gospel. We must be kind and loving. We must not be critical in these times, the problem is so urgent. We must all stand together. If a man calls himself a Christian, let us all get under the same umbrella.’


Now, I maintain that as long as you indulge in that kind of thinking and mentality, the problem will go from bad to worse. The cause of the problem is the work of the Philistines and it is nothing but that.


Let me emphasise this, therefore, by putting it like this. The problem confronting the Church today is not the new circumstances in which we find ourselves. That is what we are always being told, is it not? until we are all, I hope, sick and tired of it. The radio, the television, the motor car, and all the things that are being offered to the modern man, these, we are told, are the problem. The Church has never had such a battle to fight in her life as she has now against all these things that draw people away. We think we are such experts on these things, do we not? And they are all completely irrelevant, every one of them. Let me tell you why. In different forms those things have always been there. Now that is where it is so important to read history. Before that evangelical awakening of two hundred years ago the churches were as empty as they are today, perhaps even more so, and they could not get the people to come to listen to the preaching of the gospel. Why? Because they were interested in other things. ‘But,’ says someone, ‘they had not got televisions!’ I know. But they greatly enjoyed cock fighting and card playing; they greatly enjoyed gambling and they greatly enjoyed drinking. The world has never been at a loss to find an excuse not to go to Church to listen to the preaching of the gospel. The thinking of today is so monstrously superficial. Because there is a change in the form of the pleasure, we think that the whole situation is new, and we talk about this problem of the twentieth century, and all the things that are against us. Hell and the Devil have always been against us. The world has always hated the message, and people of the world have never been short of an excuse to avoid it. There is nothing in that argument at all.


‘Ah, but wait a minute,’ says someone. ‘What about the new knowledge? Perhaps you are right in what you say about the sins of two hundred years ago, and four thousand years ago, but, my dear sir, what about the new knowledge? Here is our problem, here is this peculiar something that applies only to the twentieth century. An act was passed in 1870 giving popular education, and if you ignore that, you are going to fly in the face of fact. Everybody is educated now, and everybody has got learning, so they listen to these great men about science and about the atom. Man is cultured today and so sophisticated and there is this tremendous advance in knowledge all along the line. Are you asking us to believe that the problem and the position are still exactly the same?’


Yes, I am, and for the good reason that all this, agreed, tremendous advance in scientific knowledge has nothing whatsoever to do with this problem. Nothing whatsoever. If you could show me how this new knowledge in any way makes any difference to God, I would be ready to listen. But it does not. He is the God who made the earth. Man is only just beginning to discover what God did, and what God has done, and what God is still doing. So, you see, it makes no difference to God at all. Where is there any glimpse, or glimmer of modern knowledge, that in any way touches or affects this problem of God and man – and of man’s soul in its relation to God? And the Lord Jesus Christ, who he is and what he has done? What has any of this knowledge to do with that? It has nothing at all.


But further than that, I can remind you of this. We talk about our modern knowledge, as if it had changed the whole situation. If you read the history of the Church two hundred and fifty years ago you find that that was the period of deism, the period before the great evangelical awakening of that time when, as I have reminded you, people did not go to places of worship. Why? Because of their knowledge. They said exactly the same thing. There had been a great scientific awakening in the middle of the seventeenth century. Isaac Newton and others had lived then. Harvey had discovered the circulation of the blood. The Royal Society had been founded, you remember, in the early days of Charles II. The whole world had become scientific and rationalistic. Read the story of the fight the Church had with rationalism. At the end of the seventeenth and the beginning of the eighteenth century you will find that people then were saying exactly what they are saying now. It was this new knowledge, this new understanding. All the physics, and astronomy, and all these things had been brought into being. There, they said was the problem. The fact of the matter is that the Church has always had to meet the self-same argument. And it is as irrelevant and as futile today as it has always been in the previous centuries.


Then let me mention one other argument that is being brought forward by the Church. As well as our peculiar circumstances, and this new knowledge, there is also the divided Church. Oh, this, we are told, is the thing. ‘Of course,’ they say, ‘you are perfectly right when you emphasise that the position is desperate and that unless something happens soon, indeed, the whole future of the Church is involved. But,’ they continue, ‘there is only one cause and explanation of it all – the divided Church.’


So the thing that is being emphasised above everything else, is the need for Church unity. We must come together. We must all be one in a great organisation, then we will be able to confront the problem. They say that you will never get blessing while the Church is divided. You cannot evangelise while the Church is divided. Those are their statements.


What is the answer to that? Again, it is all in Church history. You see, they do not read it. And if they do read it, they forget it. They are so blinded by their prejudice, that they deny blatant facts. The first of these is that in the past, even when the Church has been acutely divided, more so than she is today, God has sent revival. Great blessing has been experienced. There were endless divisions in the Church a hundred years ago, in America and in Northern Ireland. They were divided up into the same denominations as today, and even more so. Yet, though that was the fact, God sent his blessing and poured out his Spirit. It is a lie to say that the division of the Church is the one cause of the lack of blessing. It is not that. Because history shows very plainly that God sends this blessing even when the Church is divided, and that the coming of the revival has two main effects. One, that it blesses practically all the denominations, irrespective of their divisions, and for the time being brings them together in a marvellous unity. There has never been anything that has so promoted spiritual unity as revival.


But a revival also, invariably, has another effect, and that is that it creates a new and fresh division. And it does so because those who have experienced the blessing and the power of God are naturally one and they come together. But there are others who dislike it all, and who criticise it, and condemn it all, and who are outside it all, and the division comes in. John Wesley never wanted to leave the Church of England, but Methodism had to come out, and was driven out. The division was caused by the revival. It has happened every time. Take the Protestant Reformation. Luther did not set out to divide the Church of Rome, but the blessing of the revival divided the Church of Rome into Protestantism and Roman Catholicism. You always get this. It is pure history. And yet we are told that the one obstacle to revival is the divided Church. It is just unutterable rubbish, it is the rubbish of the Philistines. This is the thing, amongst others, that is standing between us and the water, and the supply that we are so sorely in need of. So we must dismiss all these things, and realise that these are not the hindrances, these are not the problem. The problem, as Isaac found, is that this nefarious work of the Philistines has been blocking the wells, concealing water, standing between the people and the blessing of God.


Next, clearly, we must go on to consider what this work of the Philistines is. We must be honest and blunt. We have got to be plain and clear, and we must have the courage of conviction. We need the witness and the testimony of the Spirit as we do so. Let us pray for it, that God will give us honest minds to face the facts as they are, that we may see the real cause of trouble. So that, having seen it, we shall be able to emulate the example of Isaac, and clear out the rubbish of the Philistines, to come once again across the ancient supply of the water of God, the power of the Spirit. And enter with all God’s people into a period of unusual blessing, and a mighty outpouring of his Holy Spirit.









Chapter 3


Unbelief




And Isaac departed thence, and pitched his tent in the valley of Gerar, and dwelt there. And Isaac digged again the wells of water, which they had digged in the days of Abraham his father; for the Philistines had stopped them after the death of Abraham: and he called their names after the names by which his father had called them (Gen. 26. 17–18).





As we continue with our consideration of the activity of the Philistines, I want to show you again that the history of the Church herself establishes this principle that I laid down in the last chapter. Church history demonstrates, beyond any doubt whatsoever, that the trouble has always been due to the fact that the Philistines have blocked the wells and have thrown in material that lies between the people in their need, and the supply of water that is there down at the bottom.


Let me give you the evidence. I think I can summarise the history of the Christian Church in this respect, in this way. The concealing, and the neglect of certain truths, and certain aspects of Christian truth, has always been the chief characteristic of every period of declension in the long history of the Church. That is my first point. If you read the history of the Church, and look at these periods of declension, when the Church was moribund and did not seem to count at all, you will find that without a single exception the thing that has most characterised the life of the Church at such a time has been either a denial, or else a concealing, or else a neglect of certain vital truths which are essential to the whole Christian position.
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