
Sunday 25th August 2019 
If my people. 

2Chronicles 7.14 and Matthew 5.13-16 
 

The text reads, ’If my people who are called by my name, will humble themselves and 
pray and seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, 
and forgive their sin and heal their land.’ 
 
I said last week that this text puts history into the hands of the Christian, and especially 
the intercessor. The people of God hold a key position in history, of yielding to God and 
so receiving blessedness for all the world. Either we yield to God, or we become the 
problem!  
 
Introduction. 
 
This text has been popular for the past 50 years in charismatic/evangelical circles. It 
gave rise to a musical by the Owen’s in the 70’s in the USA, and that toured all over the 
UK. It was associated with the Jesus Movement of that era. However, it is a text that 
has attracted some controversy. 
 
Some see the Old Testament as having reference to the Jewish people alone. They do 
not see the Old Testament Israel as a model of the coming Church in any way, and so 
see the promises contained in the Old Testament as only pertaining to the Jewish 
people. I have stated this in its extreme form, but those who view the Old Testament in 
this way, would exclude this text as having anything much to say to today’s Church 
other than as a warning not to disobey or drift from allegiance to God, valid as that 
message is. 
 
However, many others do not hold this view. The Reformers and the Puritans often 
spoke of Israel as the Old Testament Church, and as a model of what was to come in 
Christ.  Paul says in 1 Corinthians 10.6 that the history of Israel is to be an example to 
us of how not to live. All the New Testament writers use the Old Testament to explain 
the salvation proclaimed in the New, and the father of the faith we are to heed, is 
Abraham. What I am saying is this, that there is an unbroken stream of truth and 
revelation through the Old and New Testaments. It is all the unveiling of the wonderful 
mystery of salvation. Even though the promise is to Israel in the first instance, the 
sentiments expressed in Matthew 5 tells us that the role Israel was to have in the world 
was as a light to the nations. This now rests on the Church. Deuteronomy 4 explains 
this. The Church is to act in the world, in the midst of the secular world, as salt to 
preserve it from corruption and give it an acceptable flavour to God. It is to be a light to 
show God’s truth, and it is to have an effect on the world as yeast does in bread 
making.  However we slice it all up, the Church is meant to have the initiative in the well-
being of a nation, and is meant to be a model community. It has not always been so, but 
this text tells us the medicine we need to take when the Church and the nation are in 
decline, trouble, captivity or being destroyed by moral collapse. 
 



The setting of the text. 
 
It is the grand finale of one of the glorious mountain peaks in the history of Israel. 
Solomon is on the throne. There is peace and prosperity in the land after all David’s 
victories. Solomon has a splendid palace and has completed the building of the Temple, 
a work that David had desired to do, but was not able to do. God had commanded him 
not to build the Temple because he was a ‘man of blood’, a warrior, not a man of peace 
as Solomon his son was to be.   
 
Solomon had now built the Temple and was dedicating it to God. The Temple was 
where God was to presence Himself, where He condescended to do so, as the glory of 
Israel. Chapters 5 and 6 of 2 Chronicles tells us about this event. It was not done in 
secret, but all of Jerusalem were summoned by the king to this sacred event, God was 
coming to dwell with His people! This was the event of the century! 
 
At the end of chapter 5 an astonishing thing happens. As the people gave thanks and 
praise to God, God came down and the Temple was filled with a cloud so that the 
ceremony had to stop. A cloud, think of the wilderness crossing, a cloud by day, and fire 
by night, this was the presence of God as the Fathers had seen! God does not need our 
services and ceremony. These are given to us as the way of entering His presence in 
humility and faith, they are never ends in themselves. There is actually no such thing as 
a ‘lovely’ service. What matters is whether we have encountered God or not, and 
rendered to Him the thanks and worship which is our due to offer. Services are about 
God, not us in the first instance.  
 
Solomon blesses the people, then prays, 6.12. This is vocal, out loud prayer. In passing, 
the way church is done is according to this type of pattern. This is how things are meant 
to be, we praise and thank God in assembly, God comes down, and we are in awe of 
Him. We offer Him our devotion, and He speaks in response to our prayer and 
adoration. 
 
Notice the humility of the king in prayer. Solomon, the great king, kneels before God 
and raises up his arms, we could say it is a sign of surrender! Does this remind you of 
Paul’s instruction to Timothy? – lifting holy hands to the Lord? 1 Timothy 2.8. It should 
do! Solomon did this at the altar in the sight of all the people and lifted his hands to 
heaven. This is a manifestation of intercession, through Solomon, earth with its people 
and heaven are linked. Jesus is the reality of which Solomon was but a glorious model.  
 
Solomon prays, and as he prays he is seeing things, receiving revelations from God. 
Look at 6.18, is this not what happens when we pray as a gathered people? We come 
to pray, and God changes our agenda and insights. I have told you of the time I went 
out on the shore to pray for my mother who had just said goodbye to us as she was so 
ill. I prayed all night, but never once for my mother, but for lots of other places and 
people! Later that morning, my mum was up and well! Last evening she was struggling 
to breath and we could see her heart beating so fast in her chest, but today she was 



well! We must let God set our tasks of intercession and not presume that we know what 
is on God’s agenda. 
 
Solomon prays concerning various scenarios, all of which are to do with the people’s 
sin, rebellion and failure. Look at 6.16 and 36 for example, notice, Solomon prays 
‘when’, not ‘if’. This prayer raises all sorts of questions. Essentially it is foreseeing that 
there will be times of backsliding and rebellion in the course of Israel’s history, and ours. 
It sees that there will be disciplines sore and threatening, that enemies would 
overwhelm them and captivities would follow. It sees that in dealing with His people 
whom He loves, God will smite with one hand and caress with the other. The hand of 
the potter will apply pressure with one hand and give beauty and smoothness with the 
caress of His other hand. This just about explains the history, up to today, of the Jewish 
people. God has not finished His pottery making work either with them nor the Church, 
and it is the same means the potter uses for us as for them, pressure and caresses.  
 
That there are multiple periods of bondage for the Church is seen clearly in history. 
Martin Luther even wrote a book titled, ‘The Babylonian Captivity of the Church.’ The 
Pope did not like that, because it was a critic of the medieval form of the Church, all 
ceremony, but no cloud appearing in the sanctuary other than man made incense. That 
is a scary thing for us. How often have we experienced what Wesley speaks of in one of 
his hymns? 
 

 
The presence divine 
Doth inwardly shine, 

The Shekinah shall rest  
On all our assemblies and glow in our breast;  

By day and by night  
The pillar of light,  

Our steps shall attend,  
And convoy us safe to our prosperous end. 

 
I wonder how many Christians know much of this sort of thing today. I wonder how 
many order of services in the UK today will have to be abandoned because God shows 
up in manifest presence. What do you think? 
 
Then, the most wonderful thing happened, not in the ceremonial of the dedication, but 
quietly, personally, face to face as it were, in the cool of the evening like Eden, in the 
darkness of night away from the glare of people, God replies to Solomon. God says, in 
effect, ‘I will do all you have asked, and sets out this wonderful, kind, loving, solemn, 
awesome and fearful reply. This is found in 7.11 and following. 
 
The Text. 2 Chronicles 7.14 
 
This is a wonderful and conditional promise. There is another question which would 
require a series of sermons on its own. It is this. What stage in fall and rise is the 



Church in the land today?  Using the history of Israel as a barometer or indicator of our 
present state, where are we? Are we in an Egyptian captivity, in the desert wilderness, 
or where? Perhaps that is something for another day, but be aware of it. It is asking 
whether we are under the smiling face of God, or are we in discipline and correction? 
The Westminster Confession of Faith deals with this question, so it is not a new 
question neither is it a novel one. Many generations have asked this of themselves. 
 
Many Scriptures give markers to the state of Israel and the Church, from the book of 
Lamentations to the account of the Churches in the Revelation. The condition of Israel 
and the Church is the prime matter the Prophets address. We need to take these 
matters seriously. It is so easy to say. ‘Peace, peace, when there is no peace.’ Ezekiel 
13.10. 
 
However, listen to what God says. He says that He has four requirements of His people 
when they, and indeed the nation, are in trouble. Do you think that our nation is in 
trouble? Brexit, rising drug deaths, knife crime, suicide rates and mental health illness 
rates soaring, more couples living together than getting married, divorce rates rising and 
so on. 
 
How about the Church? Many congregations having no children, we are aging, 
declining, being no different from the rest of the community. This is true of all varieties of 
Churches be they starchy or lively. For those that seem alive, time will tell. The rewards 
are handed out at the end, not in the middle of the race, so pray for every lively, crunchy 
and squishy congregation we know. We are in a ‘if my people day.’ 
 
First requirement, HUMILITY.  
Humility is firstly an understanding of Biblical truth regarding humanity. There are three 
grounds for humility. Firstly our humanity which is composed of dust and ashes. We 
have three score and ten years and then we are dust! Like grass, we don’t last and 
have no control over our day of birth or of death. We are creatures. Secondly, we are 
sinners, we are fallen, flawed, we are ‘seconds’ rejects, less than the pristine product 
we are meant to be. Thirdly, we are utterly dependent on the mystery of grace, that God 
loves us despite our falleness. We are debtors to grace forever. If this does not humble 
us and keep us so, then we are probably hardened beyond hope. Humility befits all of 
humanity, but it is essential for the Christian. Humility sees God as big and self as less 
than nothing. Do you know why we complain so much? It’s because we are proud and 
think that God owes us a living. He doesn’t owe us anything but death, but gives good 
things to us, this should humble us still more. 
 
Second requirement, PRAY.  
How much praying goes on? Not much, lots of meetings, but we find it hard to pray 
because God is a stranger to us. How do we cease to be a stranger with someone? We 
talk with them, they speak, and we speak. That is the Word and Prayer. In our 
generation there is a dearth of the Word and Prayer. We will sit and watch a film for two 
hours, but squirm at a 25 min. sermon. We will sit with our craft or hobby for hours, but 
cannot sit in God’s presence for a moment, intimidated to be quiet, alone and 



thoughtful. It is not only the kids who fill their time with senseless and dangerous 
amusements, it’s us all. Why read a novel when we can read Scripture or a useful 
book? Why not try reading a Christian book, as we do, it gets easier to do! The meeting 
which should be best attended is always the worst attended outside of revival times, I 
refer to the prayer meeting. 
 
Third requirement, SEEKING GOD’S FACE. 
Many go wrong here. It is God Himself we are to seek. This is not asking God for things, 
but seeking God for Himself. I have quoted this hymn so many times, but it tells us 
about seeking God for Himself. 
 

My goal is God Himself, 
Not joy nor peace, 
Nor even blessing, 

But Himself my God. 
‘Tis His to lead me there not mine but His, 

By any path dear Lord, 
By any way. 

 
Please think about this. We are to seek more of God, not just more of what He can give. 
This is about learning to live in a way that honours God, living to the ‘praise of God’s 
glory,’ as Ephesians puts it. God loves to be longed for, He loves to be loved for 
Himself. Why are many rich men unhappy? Because they do not know if their friends 
and wife love them for themselves or for their money. Do we love God for Himself or 
because He gives us stuff? 
 
Fourth requirement, TURN FROM OUR WICKED WAYS. 
This relates to growing in holiness, but that is so down played today in just about every 
section of the Church. It is not about us having a good time, an emotional experience, 
smoke and flashing lights, or a band that ooo’s and ahhh’s, nor is it singing because we 
get our favourite songs or tunes or anything like that. It’s about living in a way that 
honours God, a life that is to ‘the praise of God’s glory,’ as we find it put in Ephesians. 
 
By and large, the West has lost any conception of sin. Rather than that, we see the later 
part of Romans chapter 1 enacted before our eyes. Not only do people sin, but they 
approve of those who do! Even this is an indicator of where the Church and the Nation 
are. See Romans 1.32. It is not considered appropriate to say anything is wrong if 
accepted by society. That’s a bit like watching someone walk to the cliff edge without 
calling out a warning. It is not loving not to speak out when people’s eternal and 
temporal welfare are at risk.    
 
This is not an invitation to rudeness or harsh judgment. It is actually an invitation to 
suffering and tears for ourselves and others. 
 
All of these four responses require divine aid, hence prayer. 
 



The response from heaven. 
 
What will God do if we do this? Hear, forgive and heal our land, which includes the 
Church. I wish I had time to tell you stories from the past, from the Great Awakening in 
the 1700 in America, and the Wesley’s or the Salvation Army, about the Lewis Revival 
in the 1950’s, and other things happening around the world today. They are all there in 
books and the web to be searched out. 
 
Here is the crux of the matter. Do we as a Church in Scotland and the Church of 
Scotland need to be healed? Does the nation need to be healed? Do we think that 
Westminster, Holyrood, or Bob the Builder are able to sort out our spiritual, moral and 
national hurts? If we do, then let us just dream on until the axe falls and we appear at 
the bar of God. However, we have in this passage a radical plan for our present and 
future which has been given and approved by none other authority than God Himself. It 
is different from the way it has often been regarded and will require quite a change in 
outlook and priorities, but still this is the cure offered by God.  
 
I would ask and encourage all of us to pour over these verses and to read the chapters 
mentioned, to see the context and riches contained there. Please feel free to ask 
questions, I probably will not have all the answers, but it is probably not a subject that 
needs answers as much as it requires going on a journey of discovery into a future 
unlike anything we have ever considered. It may seem easier to lie in a sick bed and 
carry on with the familiar, but after the pain of the surgery, there is recovery and a 
health and life which is beyond our present expectations. We have lived amongst the 
sick so long that, like the paralyzed man at the pool, we have given up hope of ever 
getting to the water first and being healed when the angel stirs the waters. Perhaps we 
have never heard of the great things that God has done in our nation in the past, even 
in living memory, however even if that were so, we still have the promise of 7.14.  
    
 
 


