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            "Every great movement of God can be traced to a kneeling figure."
— J. Edwin Orr
 
 
"The church is dying on its feet because it is not living on its knees."
— Leonard Ravenhill
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Introduction: The Meaning and Mission of Revival
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The word revival carries layers of meaning that reach far beyond the surface of emotion or enthusiasm. In common use, it often evokes images of spiritual meetings, passionate preaching, or renewed moral fervor. Yet in its truest sense, revival is not a program, an event, or a technique, it is the reawakening of life that once burned bright and has grown dim. 

The term itself suggests restoration, breathing life into what has faded, recalling the vitality of something that has not died but has fallen asleep. To speak of revival, then, is to speak of renewal, of returning to the living center of faith rather than constructing something new. The story of the Church across the centuries is, at its heart, the story of recurring revival, moments when God’s people rediscovered what had been neglected and received fresh strength to live out the truth that was never lost.

What, then, are we trying to revive? The answer cannot be limited to outward structures or inherited traditions. Revival is not merely the rebuilding of institutions or the recovery of influence in culture. It is the rekindling of inward devotion, the flame of faith, hope, and love that transforms communities from within. The Church does not exist for its own preservation; it exists to bear witness to the living God who entered history through Jesus Christ. To revive that witness is to return to the pattern of life and power that marked the earliest believers: a people awakened by grace, united by the Spirit, and sent into the world with courage and compassion. In every age, when the Church forgets this calling, revival becomes necessary. It is the Spirit’s way of restoring clarity of purpose and renewing the heart of worship.

To understand what revival truly means, one must first understand what is being revived. The starting point is not the institutional Church of later centuries but the simple, Spirit filled community that emerged in the first century after Christ’s resurrection. 

The birth of Christianity was not planned by committees or enforced by political power. It began as a movement of divine life. Men and women who had walked with Jesus, and others who came to believe through their testimony, found themselves transformed. They were no longer bound by fear or confined by old categories of law, ethnicity, or social status. Through the outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, they experienced what Jesus had promised: 

“You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). 

This was not only the birth of the Church but the birth of a new humanity. The old barriers were torn down; forgiveness and reconciliation became the marks of belonging.

The early Church was therefore both fragile and unstoppable. It possessed no buildings, armies, or wealth. Its leaders were fishermen, tentmakers, and former tax collectors. Yet these ordinary people carried an extraordinary message, that Jesus Christ, crucified under Roman authority, had risen from the dead and now reigned as Lord. Their faith spread not through conquest but through conviction, not through power but through love. They gathered in homes to pray, to break bread, and to share resources so that none among them would suffer need. 

They proclaimed a kingdom that was not of this world yet transformed the world wherever it took root. This is what we are called to remember and recover: a living faith animated by the Spirit, grounded in Scripture, expressed through service, and strengthened by community.

Revival, then, is not an innovation but a return. It is not the invention of new doctrines but the rediscovery of divine realities already revealed. When the Church revives, it returns to the simplicity and power of its beginning, to the passion of the apostles, the unity of believers, and the immediacy of the Spirit’s presence. It is a movement from complacency to conviction, from routine to renewal. 

Historically, revivals have always carried this dual character: they are both a restoration of old truths and a re-creation of fresh life. In the sixteenth century, the Reformation revived the authority of Scripture and faith in Christ’s sufficiency. In later centuries, the Great Awakenings rekindled evangelistic zeal and moral conscience. Each revival looked backward to its source even as it moved forward into its own age.

Yet genuine revival cannot be reduced to human effort. It is never fully explained by sociological conditions, political unrest, or charismatic personalities. While those elements often accompany renewal, revival in its essence is divine intervention. It is God’s Spirit breathing again upon dry bones, making them live. It is the fulfillment of the ancient promise: 

“I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions” (Joel 2:28).

Revival occurs when the Church becomes aware once more of this divine presence and surrenders to it in humility and obedience. To seek revival, therefore, is to seek God Himself. It requires repentance from self-sufficiency and a willingness to be re-formed. The first Christians understood this dynamic. Their gatherings were marked not by spectacle but by devotion. Acts 2 records that “they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers.” Their devotion produced both awe and generosity. 

“All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need.” 

This was revival in its earliest form, a community so filled with the Spirit that love overflowed in practical service.

If we are to speak meaningfully of revival today, we must begin here, at the fountainhead of Christian life. To understand what we are receiving, we must understand what was given at the beginning. The birth of Christianity was not merely a historical event; it was the manifestation of divine life in human history. That life has continued through centuries of growth, decline, reform, and renewal. 

Each generation inherits both the faith and the responsibility to keep it alive. The purpose of this study is to trace how that life has been rekindled across the ages and to discern what lessons the past may hold for our present. By looking back to the early Church, we look forward with hope, trusting that the same Spirit who breathed upon those first disciples still breathes upon us today.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 – Late Judaism and the Expectation of the Messiah
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Introduction:

This chapter situates late Judaism and the expectation of the messiah within its historical and spiritual setting. It clarifies why readers in the chapter’s context felt both pressure and possibility, and why renewal was more than a private aspiration. Rather than treating events as isolated episodes, the chapter emphasizes continuities and tensions that shaped belief and practice. The aim is to orient the reader to the questions that drive the narrative that follows.

The central themes appear through concrete lenses: Late Judaism in Turmoil, Prophetic Hope, Apocalyptic Yearnings, and Sects and Movements. Each subtopic contributes a different perspective on how conviction, community, and conduct interact when faith is tested. Across these discussions, the chapter highlights how theology and lived experience mutually inform one another. This linkage prevents the story from becoming either purely doctrinal or merely sociological.

Methodologically, the chapter moves from context to interpretation to implication. First, it sketches the setting that gave rise to the needs, questions, or innovations under review. Next, it interprets key texts, practices, or events that illustrate the chapter’s themes. Finally, it identifies implications for devotion, mission, and discernment that remain relevant beyond the specific period.

The intended outcome is clarity about why late Judaism and the expectation of the messiah matters for the wider story of renewal. Readers should come away with a sense of coherence: how pressures produced responses, how responses produced movements, and how those movements left enduring marks.

Late Judaism was a time of tension and expectation. Under Roman occupation, Jewish communities wrestled with questions of identity, covenant, and divine purpose.

The memory of the prophets lingered, fueling hope that God would again speak and act with power. The Scriptures were read with a renewed longing for redemption.

Apocalyptic writings expressed yearning for divine intervention against oppression. These texts gave rise to movements of resistance and groups searching for deliverance.

Sects like the Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, and Zealots each embodied different responses to the crisis, creating a fragmented but expectant religious climate.

This chapter explores how these dynamics created fertile soil for the emergence of Jesus as Messiah, making clear why revival was both desired and needed.

Late Judaism in Turmoil

The world of late Judaism was defined by both oppression and expectation. Living under the heavy hand of Roman occupation, the Jewish people longed for deliverance and renewal. They looked for a Messiah, one who would fulfill the promises of the prophets and restore the glory of Israel. This hope, however, was shaped by centuries of tradition and diverse interpretations that left the nation divided. 

The Pharisees emphasized rigorous obedience to the Law, the Sadducees guarded the temple establishment, the Essenes withdrew to live in purity apart from the corruption of the city, and the Zealots yearned for violent revolution. Each group reflected a different vision of God’s kingdom, and each awaited a redeemer who would match their expectations.

Prophetic Hope for Deliverance

For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the government shall be upon his shoulder: and his name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty God, The everlasting Father, The Prince of Peace. (Isaiah 9:6–7)

The prophetic hope in Isaiah offered a counterpoint to political unrest, reminding Israel that true deliverance would come through God’s Messiah.

Josephus, the first-century historian, described the turmoil of this period, where various sects sought influence over the people. The Pharisees held sway through their traditions, the Sadducees through the temple, while others resisted Rome with the sword. The very diversity of hope created confusion when Jesus of Nazareth appeared, for He did not conform to any faction’s agenda.

“The Pharisees have delivered to the people a great many observances by succession from their fathers, which are not written in the law of Moses; and for that reason it is that the Sadducees reject them, and say that we are to esteem those observances to be obligatory which are in the written word, but are not to observe what are derived from the tradition of our forefathers.” (Josephus Antiquities)

This tension set the stage for Jesus’ ministry. When He came announcing the kingdom of God, He confounded nearly every expectation. Rather than rallying an army to drive out Rome, He proclaimed good news to the poor, healing to the brokenhearted, and liberty to the oppressed. Instead of overthrowing Caesar, He called for repentance and the love of enemies. His kingdom advanced not with swords, but with acts of mercy, forgiveness, and humble service.

The Gospel of Luke records how Jesus opened His ministry with a declaration rooted in Isaiah’s prophecy:

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised, to preach the acceptable year of the Lord.” (Luke 4:18–19, citing Isaiah 61)

Such a vision was radically different from the prevailing hopes of a militant messiah. Jesus presented Himself as the suffering servant of Isaiah, the Son of Man who would be given authority not by war but by God Himself. This clashed with Jewish expectations for political liberation. Many, especially among the leaders, rejected Him for this very reason.

The Gospel of John preserves a striking image of the humility of Christ, as He stooped to wash the feet of His disciples:

“Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you.” (John 13:14–15)

This act overturned worldly concepts of authority and power. Leadership in the kingdom of God was not domination, but service. It was this same ethic that shaped the apostolic community after Pentecost, where the disciples continued Christ’s ministry by caring for the poor and proclaiming the gospel with boldness.

The Jewish rejection of Jesus as Messiah was deeply tied to their hope for a conqueror. Yet in rejecting the servant King, they failed to see that the true liberation He offered was freedom from sin and reconciliation with God. This chapter has shown the contrast between the expectations of late Judaism and the reality of Christ’s ministry, laying the foundation for how the apostles would carry forward His mission of love, service, and inclusion.

The rejection of Jesus by many in Israel is explained not only by His humble posture, but also by the radical demands of His teaching. He called His disciples to deny themselves, take up their crosses, and follow Him. This message struck at the heart of religious pride and worldly ambition. The people wanted liberation without repentance, freedom without transformation, and blessing without surrender. Christ would offer none of these on their terms.

The Sermon on the Mount presents the clearest summary of this kingdom ethic. It subverted conventional wisdom and upended human values, blessing those who mourn, those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, and those who are persecuted for His sake. It called His followers to love their enemies and pray for those who persecuted them.

“Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted. Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth. Blessed are they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness: for they shall be filled.” (Matthew 5:3–6)

These blessings ran counter to the culture of strength, pride, and honor in both Roman and Jewish society. The kingdom was not given to the powerful, but to the humble and the broken. Such teaching scandalized many, even as it attracted crowds longing for hope.

The healing ministry of Jesus further demonstrated the character of His kingdom. He touched lepers, gave sight to the blind, restored the lame, and raised the dead. Each act was a sign of the in-breaking of God’s reign and a fulfillment of the prophetic word.

“Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf shall be unstopped. Then shall the lame man leap as an hart, and the tongue of the dumb sing: for in the wilderness shall waters break out, and streams in the desert”. (Isaiah 35:5–6)

In this way, the ministry of Christ was both compassionate and confrontational. It revealed the heart of God and simultaneously exposed the hardness of human hearts. Religious leaders feared the loss of their influence, while political authorities feared unrest. Ultimately, the combination of His radical teaching and His growing following led to the conspiracy that brought Him to trial and crucifixion.

Yet even His death bore witness to the true nature of His kingdom. Rather than resisting arrest or calling upon heavenly armies, He submitted to suffering and scorn. His trial before Pilate underscored the contrast between worldly power and divine authority.

“My kingdom is not of this world: if my kingdom were of this world, then would my servants fight, that I should not be delivered to the Jews: but now is my kingdom not from hence.” (John 18:36)

The crucifixion, viewed by many as defeat, was in fact the triumph of God’s redemptive plan. It fulfilled the vision of the suffering servant prophesied by Isaiah and opened the way for forgiveness and reconciliation. The Jewish expectation of a warrior messiah blinded many to the reality that God had sent a servant messiah to conquer sin and death.

Isaiah’s description of the servant who bore the sins of many resonates profoundly with the cross of Christ:

“Surely he hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows: yet we did esteem him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted. But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities: the chastisement of our peace was upon him; and with his stripes we are healed.” (Isaiah 53:4–5)

Through His suffering, Christ redefined messiahship and revealed the depth of divine love. What Israel misunderstood, God fulfilled in His Son. In the shadow of Rome and amid the debates of Jewish sects, a new kingdom was inaugurated, one that would not be contained by borders, armies, or politics.

This vision set the foundation for the apostles who would proclaim His resurrection and embody His kingdom ethic in their communities. As Chapter 2 unfolds, we will see how Pentecost marked the beginning of this mission, when the Spirit empowered Christ’s followers to continue His work in the world.

The resurrection of Jesus stood as the climactic reversal of all human expectation. Where crucifixion was Rome’s tool of humiliation and terror, resurrection became God’s proclamation of vindication and triumph. The empty tomb did not merely silence the mockery of His enemies; it declared the inauguration of new creation. Death itself, the last weapon of both empire and sin, had been disarmed.

The Gospels and early apostolic preaching emphasize that the resurrection was not a private spiritual experience, but a public, bodily event. Jesus appeared to His disciples, ate with them, and invited Thomas to touch His wounds. In doing so, He confirmed that the same crucified one had been raised and glorified by the Father. This event reshaped the identity of His followers, convincing them that His way of servanthood had not failed, but had triumphed.

“For I delivered unto you first of all that which I also received, how that Christ died for our sins according to the scriptures; and that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day according to the scriptures: and that he was seen of Cephas, then of the twelve: after that, he was seen of above five hundred brethren at once.” (1 Corinthians 15:3–6)

This confession, preserved in the earliest traditions of the church, demonstrates how central the resurrection was to Christian faith. It was not an optional doctrine but the very heartbeat of the gospel. Without it, the crucifixion would have been one more tragedy in a long history of Roman brutality. With it, the cross became the fountain of salvation.

Apocalyptic Yearnings

For the Jewish people, resurrection was often associated with the final day of judgment, when the righteous would be vindicated. What startled many was that one man, Jesus, had been raised ahead of time, a foretaste of the general resurrection. This signaled that God’s kingdom had broken into history in an unexpected way, turning despair into hope.

The early church carried forward this conviction with urgency. The book of Acts depicts the apostles as witnesses above all else. Their central message was not simply moral reform or religious renewal, but the proclamation that God had raised Jesus from the dead. Every miracle, sermon, and act of mercy flowed from this conviction.

“God has raised this Jesus to life, and we are all witnesses of it. Exalted to the right hand of God, he has received from the Father the promised Holy Spirit and has poured out what you now see and hear.” (Acts 2:32–33)

This resurrection centered proclamation also explained the radical inclusivity of the church. If death had been defeated, then the barriers between Jew and Gentile, slave and free, male and female could no longer stand. The Spirit was poured out on all flesh, as Joel had foretold, signaling that the promises of God were now available to all who called upon His name.

Yet even with the resurrection, opposition did not cease. The same expectations that had led many to reject Christ before His death continued to blind others to the significance of His rising. Some scoffed, while others accused the disciples of deception. Still, the conviction of the apostles was unshakable, for they had seen the risen Lord with their own eyes.

The resurrection thus confirmed what the ministry and death of Jesus had already revealed: that God’s kingdom is established not by force but by faith, not by domination but by self-giving love. The same Christ who washed His disciples’ feet and forgave His executioners now reigned in glory, inviting all peoples into His life.

For the early believers, this reality demanded a reorientation of every aspect of life. Their allegiance could no longer belong to Caesar or to the traditions of men, but to the risen Christ. This allegiance expressed itself not in rebellion or withdrawal, but in communities that embodied the cross and resurrection through worship, fellowship, and mercy.

The foundation was now laid for the birth of the church, which would carry this message into the world. Chapter 1 therefore concludes with the recognition that Jesus’ resurrection not only validated His identity as Messiah, but also set the stage for the Spirit’s coming at Pentecost, where His followers would be empowered to bear witness in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.

The resurrection appearances did more than inspire personal faith; they formed the very identity of the community that became the church. The disciples, once fearful and scattered, were transformed into bold witnesses. Peter, who had denied his Lord, now proclaimed Him openly in Jerusalem. Mary Magdalene, once dismissed in society, was the first herald of the risen Christ. These witnesses became the living stones of a new temple, a community built not on ritual alone but on the power of the Spirit.

The Roman world could not help but notice the contrast between the fragility of these followers and the strength of their message. They possessed no armies, wealth, or civic power, yet they proclaimed a kingdom greater than Rome itself. Their courage was not born of strategy but of encounter, having seen the risen Lord, they could not remain silent.

The historian Eusebius later reflected on this transformation, noting how the faith spread despite opposition and persecution:

“But the more they were afflicted, the more they increased in number, and the more they grew in strength; and the more they were persecuted, the more abundant and powerful became the word of godliness.” (Eusebius Ecclesiastical History)

This testimony shows how the earliest Christians understood revival not as an occasional event but as the daily reality of resurrection life. Their growth was not manufactured by human effort but flowed from the vitality of the Spirit within them.

Sects and Movements

The pattern of their life together was equally striking. Acts describes their devotion to teaching, fellowship, breaking of bread, and prayer. The believers shared their goods and ensured that none among them was in need. This communal
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