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THE ROAD TO REAL REVIVAL

(Joel 1-3)

A week or two ago, when I had difficulty determining the direction the parsonage is from here, I demonstrated that I am directionally challenged. I have difficulty realizing where I am in relation to the world around me. I am not, however, as bad off as some.


Let me tell you a real story. This is not a preacher’s story; this actually happened. Back when I was in high school, I happened to catch an episode of The Newlywed Game. Do you remember that game show? While their husbands were in seclusion, the host, Bob Eubanks asked the wives, “What direction does the sun rise in your neighborhood?” I’m not making this up, all four of the women contestants answered something other than east. When the men returned and were asked the same question, all four of them answered east. When one husband said east his wife hit him with that piece of cardboard on which her answer was written and complained, “He said, ‘our neighborhood.’”


I’m not that bad, but my handicap makes it difficult for me to read a map. I’m not crazy about maps anyway. I mean, do the mapmakers of the world really expect us to fold that thing back the way it came when we got it.


On one trip to Texas, I stopped in Gainesville at the Tourist Information Center in order to get a new map of Texas. I know that everything is bigger in Texas and that Texas is the biggest state in the continental United States, but I don’t think expect their state map to be as big as it is. I think that if you fully unfolded the map you could park your SUV on it and still find El Paso without having to get underneath your vehicle. That seems to be just a bit excessive to me.


Now, I have all the skills I need to read a map. I know my directions: North, South, East, and . . . (don’t help me) West. I know up and down, left and . . . right (I know that one because I write with that hand). I can read a map, but sometimes I have difficulty figuring out where I am and where I am going in relation to what I find on the map.


Some people have the same problem when they read the Bible. They know what is says, but they have difficulty figuring out where they are and where they are headed in relation to the landscape they find in the Bible. 


Others read the Bible too mechanically as if the Bible were in fact a map or better yet, an operating manual. They think if they just do this, this, and this, then they will arrive here or have this result. It doesn’t always work that way. That is one reason you will never hear me preach a sermon entitled, “Three Easy Steps to Marital Bliss.” The Bible doesn’t give us pre-packaged formulas for getting what we want. 


One area in which that is certainly true is revival. Revival is not the inevitable result of following a prescribed formula.


When I was a freshman in college, Lewis Drummond came to the campus of OBU and preached for a week. During one of his sermons he asked the question, “When is God going to send revival to America?” He then answered his own question by stating, “When He jolly well pleases.” God is sovereign. We can’t force His hand or pull His strings and make Him do what we want just by following a procedure that we ourselves have designed.


I have entitled today’s message, “On the Road to Revival.” The title is not meant to imply that you can arrive at revival by doing everything that is outlined here. I’m not going to give you four sure-fire steps to take in order to experience revival.


The intent of the message, however, is to say that when you and I are on the road to revival there are some things you and I will see and experience along the way.


If you travel by car to San Antonio, you will pass over the Red River, endured the traffic in Austin, and see the cactus and mesquite trees of south-central Texas.


And when you are on the road to revival, you will experience some discernible things. What are they? To answer that question, I want to turn your attention to the OT book of Joel. Last Sunday, we began a new sermon series called, “Major Truths from the Minor Prophets.” The last 12 books of the OT are known as the Minor Prophets. They are minor in the sense that they are less long than the prophetic books that precede them. Isaiah has 66 chapters, Jeremiah 52, and Ezekiel 48. Joel has just three. His book is no less the word of God than any other book in the Bible; it just takes up less space.


What do we know about Joel? Very little. There is more we don’t know. We don’t know his hometown. We don’t know if he was married and had children. We don’t know what he did before God called him to be a prophet. We don’t even know what century in which he lived. We do know that he came to God’s people with a message. The message could be summed up in one word: repent.

If you really want a step-by-step plan to experience revival, I can only give you one step, and it would be, repent. It was Peter who said in Acts 3:19, “Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord.” Revival is a time of refreshing.


We are in a presidential election year. I was thinking back. In 1960, Americans were wondering, “Will we elect a Catholic to be our president?” We never had, but we did. In 1980, many were wondering, “Will we elect a divorced man to be our president?” We never had, but we did. This year, we might wonder, “Will we elect a socialist to be our president? We never have. Will we elect a practicing homosexual to be our president? We never have.


The country into which you were born and in which you grew up is very different that the country we have today. We need revival.   


As we travel the road to real revival, we can find from Joel at least four things that will happen.

I.  ON THE ROAD TO REAL REVIVAL, WE WILL RECOGNIZE GOD’S LORDSHIP.

The name Joel means, “Yahweh is God.” In a sense, that is the theme of his book. Joel is saying that God is the One who is in charge.


Joel wrote his prophecy following a catastrophic plague of locusts that was utterly devastating. Joel spoke of it in 1:2-5. The locusts destroyed all their crops, all of the vegetation, all of the fruit trees. Look at 1:11-12. The plague of locusts was an unmitigated disaster.


Whose fault was it? Who was responsible for such a terrible thing? Joel had no problem in laying the blame at someone’s feet. Who? Look at Joel 2:11. He made no bones about the fact that God had brought this about.


Likewise, whose fault is it when F-5 tornadoes rip through communities? Who’s to blame when earthquakes cause freeways and buildings to pancake? Who should accept responsibility when droughts bring famine, when monsoons and hurricanes and storms bring flooding and devastation, and when a lightning strike causes a massive forest fire?


Insurance companies call such things “acts of God.” Joel would agree. Why would God do such things? Joel argues that God used the natural disaster of a locust plague to give His people a foretaste of the coming Day of the Lord, which is the Day of Judgment. 


Jesus Himself told His disciples that human tragedy is a reminder from God that judgment is coming and should cause us to repent. Look at Luke 13:1-5.


In his commentary of Joel, written almost 37-years ago, long before the tragedy of 9-11, James Montgomery Boice wrote, “In America we have not seen many disasters of this magnitude (referring to the plague of locusts). But few would deny that times are not good and that even worse times may lie ahead.” Referring to the tragedies and problems we have experienced, he wrote, “Are we to dismiss them and then merely go our normal way until even greater judgments overtake us? Are we to say, ‘Such things just happen’ Are we to blame Russia or communism or Iran or Islam? (We could add terrorists to his list). No doubt God uses causes, and the opposition of these or other countries may be among them. But the wise will see these things as having come from God and lead us in personal and national repentance.”


When God’s people are on the road to revival we will wake up and realize that God is speaking to us. He is saying, “Come back to Me. Come now before it is too late.”


That brings us to the next point.

II.  ON THE ROAD TO REAL REVIVAL, WE WILL RETURN TO GOD’S LORDSHIP.

Look at Joel 2:12-13. Joel’s purpose in writing the book that bears his name was the same purpose that God had in bringing disaster—to lead the people to repentance.


Repentance involves three things. The first is confession. We need to confess our sin and be specific in our confession. I am sure at some point you heard someone tack on to the end of his or her prayer something like this, “And Lord if we have sinned against Thee, please forgive us.” Do you think God is pleased with that kind of prayer?


Men, try that with your wife. Following an argument, say to your wife, “Honey, if I have done something to upset you, please forgive me.” She’s not going to feel very forgiving until you know just what it is that you have done to tick her off.


Get specific. Confess to God exactly what it is that you’ve done that is wrong. Dear Lord, I confess that I have . . .


The second aspect of repentance is contrition. We should feel sorry for our sin. It should hurt our heart that we have dishonored God. True repentance involves genuine sorrow for our sin. Contrition is deeper than mere regret. Regret simply says, “I wish I hadn’t.” While genuine contrition says, “I’m so sorry that I did.” Have you ever mourned over your sin?


Jesus said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted” (Matthew 5:3-4).


The third part of real repentance is conversion. When I say conversion, I don’t mean getting saved. I mean making a turn. Conversion comes from the Latin words con, which means “around” and vertere, which means, “to turn.” Literally, the word means, “to turn around.” Repentance is a change of mind which leads to a change of direction. 


Every revival with which I am familiar has brought God’s people to the point where they repented of their sin and turned back to him as Lord of their lives.


One of the most remarkable revivals took place just over 50 years ago. On February 3, 1970, chapel was being held at Asbury College and Asbury Theological Seminary in Wilmore, KY. The guest speaker wasn’t able to make it; so, the Dean decided to have a testimony service. He gave his testimony and then opened the service for students to give theirs. A senior student got up to speak. He said, “I’ve wasted my time in college up to now, but Christ has met me and I’m different. Last night the Holy Spirit flooded in and filled my life. Now, for the first time ever, I am excited about being a Christian! I wouldn’t go back to the emptiness of yesterday for anything.”


God’s Spirit descended in power. Student after student came to the altar for prayer and to renew their commitment to Christ. The students confessed specific sins: theft, cheating, resentment, jealousy, lust, worldly attitudes, prejudice, pride, hatred, and numerous other sins.


The chapel service lasted longer than the allotted hour. In fact, the service continued for 185 hours. It started on Tuesday. It ended on Wednesday, a week later.


Students carried word of the revival to their home churches, and teams of students went to 130 colleges, seminaries, and Bible schools across the nation. Revival often followed wherever they went. Some students went to a high school in South Pittsburg, TN. Out of a student body of 700, 500 students made commitments to Jesus Christ. God does amazing things in and through His people when they repent and return to His Lordship.


“Repentance,” Henry Blackaby wrote in his book Fresh Encounter, “is one of the most positive experiences a church can have . . . When a church repents, all the power, presence, and resources of God are standing right next to the members, ready to pour revival on a repentant people.”


The Bible teaches that weeping may last for a night, but joy comes in the morning. That brings us to the next point.

III.  ON THE ROAD TO REAL REVIVAL, WE WILL REJOICE IN GOD’S LORDSHIP.


Let’s notice Joel 2:21-27. There is no greater thing than to know that God is at work in your life. In chapters 2-3 we discover two things that God would do for his people when they returned to Him. First, He would bless them with material prosperity (2:19, 24, 26). Second, God promised to provide them with national security (2:20; 3:16-17).


The blessing of joy and God’s lordship go hand in hand. It is when we are submitted to His Lordship than God can truly bless us. 


Such was the theme of Hannah Whitall Smith’s classic book The Christian’s Secret of a Happy Life. The book was first published in 1870. It is still being printed today. 


In her book she explains that consecration is needed to experience the joy that God wants us to have. Consecration is not a word that we use often in our day to day living. In her book she tells how she illustrated the word to a physician who wanted to know what she meant by the word consecration. Basically, she said to him, “Suppose you were making your rounds in the hospital and a patient asked if you would take his case. Let’s suppose you agreed. Then the patient told you that he would follow your directions concerning some things, but other things he would decide himself whether he wanted to follow your instructions or not.” Smith asked the physician what he would do in such a case. 


He replied, “Do! Do! I would soon leave such a man as that to his own care. For, of course, I could do nothing for him unless he would put his whole case into my hands without reserves, and would obey my directions implicitly.”


Smith asked him, “It is necessary, then, for doctors to be obeyed if they are to have any chance to cure their patient?”


She wrote, “‘Implicitly obeyed’ was his emphatic reply. ‘And that is consecration,’ I continued ‘God must have the whole case put into His hands without any reserves, and His directions must be implicitly followed.’


“‘I see it,’ he exclaimed, ‘I see it! And I will do it. God shall have His own way with me from henceforth.’”


It is only when we abandon ourselves to God that he can use us, and bless us, and bring great joy to our lives.

IV.  ON THE ROAD TO REAL REVIVAL, WE WILL RELY ON GOD’S LORDSHIP.


Look at Joel 2:28-32. This passage points out two things on which we are to rely. First, we are to rely on God for His empowerment. He is the One who must give us the power to serve Him, because we can’t do it on our own. He empowers us by His Spirit. God gives His Spirit regardless of sex and regardless of age. He gives His Spirit to all who place their faith and hope in Jesus as Savior and Lord.


Second, we are to rely on God for our employment. He is the One who is to put us to work. It isn’t up to us to decide what we want to do and where we want to do it. God is the One who calls us and places us in His service.


Let me ask you, are you relying on God to empower you, and are you allowing Him to place you where He wants you to be?


I once read a quote in which a man sought to explain what the average church member is actually looking for. This man said, “What does the layman really want? He wants a building which looks like a church; a clergy dressed in the way he approves; services of the kind he’s been used to, and to be left alone.”


That is not what God is looking for. God did not save you so you could take it easy the rest of your life.


I said that I am not good at reading a map, but I can give you directions for finding Easy Street. People are always looking for Easy Street, and I know how to get there. If you want to find Easy Street this is what you need to do. First, you need to fly to Honolulu, HI. Then, you need to take the Pali Highway northbound. Travel about 1/3 of the way to Pali Pass and turn right on Park Street. Go one block, and there it is, Easy Street.


The interesting thing, however, is not how to get to Easy Street, but what happens once you get there. If you turn left on Easy Street you can go one block, and then you will see a sign that says, “Dead End.”


Let me share with you a word of caution. If you want to travel Easy Street, it will always lead you to a dead end. True fulfillment in life isn’t found on Easy Street. We must take the road to revival. The way to get on that road is to repent. 

Are you ready to turn from self, turn to Christ, and follow Him as He leads? Now is the time.
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