
Written Sermon 
 

Sunday 19th September 2021 
Revival  

1Samuel 1.1-28, John 20.10-20, Acts 1.4-5, 2.1-4 
 

This will be my last written piece for Foveran Parish Church as I retire soon, Sunday the 
26th of September being my last Sunday with you.  

 
 

Last week I wrote about two different very manifestations of revival in the Old 
Testament. Firstly the reforms and revival in the days of good king Josiah, and that 
promised to Israel in Ezekiel 36. I pointed out that no two revivals are ever exactly alike, 
although during the revival there are identical things in all revivals that emerge as 
priorities at some stage in the whole process. I also expressed the view that what we 
see in revivals is the return of the Church to practices as outlined in Acts 2.42. 
Essentially in a revival of the Church there is a focused return to the apostles teaching, 
fellowship, the breaking of bread and prayers. Out of this comes the showing of love 
one to another in the Church, and a tender reaching out and proclamation of the Gospel 
to the lost, in signs, wonders and acts of mercy. The lost listen because there is 
evidence that something is afoot in the Church, because God is present, and this leads 
people to conviction of sin. Even in revivals today, this is what happens. All of a sudden, 
it is as if the Church lights go on, and we not only talk about all the things that Jesus 
said and did, but it is all happening once more! 
 
Josiah’s day saw Josiah first being deeply convicted when he was given the lost book of 
the Law to read, and from these beginnings God worked to set the heart of the young 
King to bring the Temple service back to function and back to purity. There was an 
astonishing ingress of idolatry in the nation and even in the temple. It crept in slowly so 
that nobody really took heed of it. A good question for us in the Church to ask is this, 
What is essential to being a Biblical Church, and what is window dressing, or worse, 
idolatry? Then God steps in and the nation promises to return to the Lord, and this 
happens as long as Josiah lives. Sadly, it is not a permanent change. There are things 
that Josiah must do, and then revival spreads through the land. God moves in Josiah 
and then on the people. God is the sovereign mover of the revival, but there are these 
little steps of obedience that makes way for the full flow of visitation. 
 
The revival promised in Ezekiel 36 begins as an utterly sovereign act of God. This is 
done because the people are in such a dreadful condition that God acts to restore the 
honour of His Name. The people by their rebellion, pride and idolatry have not only 
been expelled from the land and beaten by the rod of men, but they have brought 
dishonor to God’s Name such that the nations despise both Israel and the God of Israel.  
 
I had said that today I would look at some practices that are commonly in evidence as a 
preparation and forerunner of revival. However, as I thought about it, I realized that it 
was too soon to do this, to look for the sorts of things that often happen, and the things 



which God explicitly says He requires. For an example of these, we may have looked at 
2 Chronicles 7.14, and the order of requirements laid down there. 
 
However, as I looked at a few of my notes on revival history, and of descriptions of 
revivals from those who lived through them, it struck me again, that there is a matter of 
great importance that perhaps is not often talked about or which we do not connect with 
revival. As you delve into the first hand historical accounts, this dynamic is almost 
always present. I say ‘almost’ only because I have not read about every revival there 
has been. 
 
Hannah, Mary, the disciples… at the time the readings refer to, what did they all have in 
common? Perhaps we need to re-read the passages. Answer this, were these people 
enjoying a nice summer holiday in the sun when all was right with the world? They were 
not having a good time at all. They were in grief and bereavement, they had had their 
hearts broken and their expectations and hopes dashed. They were not people who just 
shrugged their shoulders and said to themselves that it was good while it lasted and that 
it was now time to get back to normal life. Certainly for Hannah, it was the end of a long 
road of being looked down on by her rival, less so her husband, and by others in her 
community. She was utterly powerless to do anything about her source of heartache, 
the absence of a child. She had reached the point of desperation where either God 
stepped in or she was sentenced to an empty heart and home for the rest of her life. 
She was at the end of her tether. I confess that I am not enough in utter turmoil and 
desperate in praying for revival.  
 
Who could comfort her in her barrenness? Her husband tried, but what use are kind 
words and pitying looks? We are told that it was God who had made her barren, but she 
didn’t know that, nor did those who looked on her and reckoned that she was barren 
because she was cursed by God. The truth could not be further from this. 
 
God was at work in the land and in her. God was looking for someone who was as 
desperate for their hearts desire as God was to bless and save His people. God was 
looking for someone through whom He could bless the nation and restore it to Himself 
after the barren directionless days of the Judges, where if a Judge was not present, the 
people did as each thought fit. God desired to transform the barren, heartless, religious 
life of His people to vibrancy and fruitfulness. 
 
At the feast that particular year, after many years of being provoked and wound up, 
Hanna’s spirit broke. She slipped off to the temple where she poured out her soul to 
God, her lips moved, but no words were heard because her heart was pouring out her 
longings and brokenness more quickly than words could be formed on her lips. Paul 
speaks of this as praying in the Spirit with groans. Any of us who have ever been there 
know how utterly strenuous a thing it is to empty every thought, desire, feeling, longing 
and our despair in a few short minutes of utter weakness and powerlessness. Our 
hearts, it seems, directly to God’s heart. It is often at such times of pouring out our 
hearts that God gives us a sight of His heart, and then sometimes it either overwhelms 
us or our praying moves into a new dimension.    



 
God was in all of this, it was he who had closed Hannah’s womb and for a reason. God 
was planning to do something remarkable for His people, but it required that someone 
who had come to an end of themselves be prepared. Hannah is tried until her only hope 
is God, and He does not disappoint. God answers her plea, and Hannah has her son, 
and what a son. She gets her son and God gets His Samuel. It is out of the death of 
Hannah in her barrenness that God births His prophet. Death and resurrection. It is 
Samuel that God uses to change the history of Israel, the Church and the world! Some 
people may think that God is being unfair to Hannah, but it is from death that He brings 
resurrection. We are so taken up with ourselves today that we forget that God acts for 
His glory, our good, and for eternal purposes, and then rewards those who walk through 
the valley of the shadow of death. Do you think that Hannah felt hard done by? Look at 
verse 18 and 20 – this is not a woman in despair, but one who, as it were, has been 
raised from death to life. 
 
Next, look at John 20, and the account of Mary and the Apostles at the tomb. On the 
first day of the week, Mary goes to the tomb of Jesus whom she had seen die in agony 
and in utter weakness. You have to love Mary because there was no other purpose in 
her visit than to be near to the resting place of the One she loved, the One who had 
done so much for her. She had no power to do anything for Jesus, not even to move the 
stone if she had hoped to further anoint His body. She finds the stone rolled away. She 
ran to tell Simon and John, and they run to see, and find the tomb empty. The men went 
back to their homes, but Mary stays to weep. She was utterly bereft because it 
appeared that having treated Him with cruelty, perhaps now there was going to be 
further indignity imposed on His dead body. Then there is the encounter with the 
gardener she supposes, who turns out to be Jesus raised from the dead. Mary is the 
first witness of His resurrection. What a blessing, what an honour! It is often the women 
who get there first, while the men nurse their dignity! 
 
The disciples are at home, and others meet them or are in the room, where they lock 
themselves in for safety. Possibly their reasoning was that since the authorities had 
succeeded in killing Jesus, what hope was there for them if the Jews decided to make a 
clean sweep of Jesus principal followers so as to kill off the influence of Jesus totally. 
They are scared and fearful for their lives. They are in grief and despair because as 
Jesus died, all their hopes and dreams, all their expectations and all their emotions 
were dashed and bruised and the three years of excitement and wonder had come to 
an abrupt and terrible end. Some of the disciples were not even there! Thomas was not 
present when the risen Jesus appeared to the upper room disciples and spoke peace to 
them. 
 
Before Jesus revealed Himself as risen, there was nothing that the disciples or Mary 
could do, their world had come crashing down upon them and they were in a state of 
death and expectation of death. It was then that the resurrection came. Death and utter 
helplessness is followed by a resurrection of Jesus and hope for the disciples. Jesus 
commands them to wait for the promised Holy Spirit, and what happened next is pure 
resurrection power. The Holy Spirit is poured out on the 120 as the sign of Jesus 



triumph, and on that Pentecost day 3000 souls are delivered from the realm of death 
and transferred into the Kingdom of Life. Death, and then resurrection. After the very 
darkest days, God steps in and does something mighty, the revival of the salvation plan 
of Christ. 
 
This is the point. It is after the deepest of darkness, when we have nothing left in us and 
we are acutely aware of our helplessness and powerlessness that God acts. God acts 
when Mary and the disciples are at the end of themselves. He acts when they are low, 
powerless and when there is nothing they can think of doing other than locking doors 
and keeping out of sight. The disciples had to be brought low before God unleashed His 
reviving, resurrection power. It is, you see, only when we come to an end of our 
schemes, plans, expectations and possibilities that God steps in as if to say, ‘Now let 
me show you what I can do!’ 
 
Paul said things like this, ‘when I am weak, then I am strong.’ This means that God’s 
strength is perfected not in our strength, but when we are weak. This is what is so 
useless about human management tools so prevalent in Church life today. We look at 
ourselves in these models of analysis instead of throwing out any confidence we have 
that we can fix things, and look outside ourselves and the familiar to God. This was the 
problem that some of the churches in Revelation had. They had their strengths they 
thought, but God declared that these strengths were in fact weaknesses. Look rather to 
God. 
 
The Church must look at Scripture first, and not to secular and business practices. 
Think about Peter and his denial. Then compare that with the fearless and fiery 
preacher in Acts 2. He didn’t mince his words did he! The only thing that had happened 
was that Peter was now filled with the Holy Spirit. He had not done a 10 week course on 
preaching, or crowd management or conflict resolution or any of the other things 
presented in Church. It was being animated by the Spirit of God which changed Peter 
from being a wimp to being a rock. We need exactly the same today.  
 
The principle I am trying to draw out is that God resurrects and revives after there has 
been death. Read the history around periods of Revival and we will invariably see that 
the Church may have had large numbers and lots of activity and money, at least in 
former days, but there was no great spiritual power there. We talk about the miracles in 
past generations, but do not see many today. Today many people want to talk about 
what ‘truth the miracles highlights,’ but do not believe they actually happened in the 
past, never mind today.      
 
It is an old message from those who have lived through revival, that when we get low 
enough, when we are cut down to ground level, that the spring comes and vigorous life 
sprouts again when God visits in the majesty of revival. 
 
While we think that we can fix ourselves, while we busy ourselves by preening our 
supposed strengths and abilities we will not have revival. Revival is for those who own 
their utter weakness, powerlessness, and put no confidence in the flesh. I think that the 



reason we don’t come easily to this place where God can pour His Spirit upon us is that 
we will do anything to avoid having to admit that we don’t know what to do. To avoid 
ourselves being seen as poor, foolish, blind and naked, we do stuff to fill in all the blank 
spaces. It seems too hard for us to wait on God to see what the Lord will say. If you 
think that this is just foolishness on my part, or being ‘too impractical and spooky 
spiritual,’ look up this passage, 2 Chronicles 20.5-12. Underline verse 12. 
 
If it is not the Lord who builds the Church, they who labour do so in vain. If we build our 
house on the sand, why are we surprised that it falls when the rain come? We are in the 
midst of a rainstorm today, the virus and many other things, and it is an almost universal 
observation that as Church buildings reopen, there are a lot of people who have just got 
out of the way of Church. Others have lost mobility and are unable to come, others need 
to shield still, so it is not an easy situation to diagnose. 
 
People, it is time to return to the Lord with heart, soul, mind and strength, and to restore 
the Scriptures as our guide and authority.  


