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PREFACE
My deep burden for the health of churches dates back
several decades. I have many spiritual markers of God’s
activity. My father, Archie King, served as an interim
pastor for many churches. Time and again, he would
help a congregation back to a healthy state. Sometimes
he would have to resign so they would get serious about
calling a new pastor. My Dad loved churches, and he
loved people. He had a tender heart for the broken and
spiritually sick. He would patiently and sternly guide
them to get right with God and one another. His
empathy reflected God's love for His church manifested
through a chosen servant.
From 1986 to 1990, I worked with Henry Blackaby developing a workbook for Experiencing God. I read
Henry’s master’s thesis and realized God gave him from
Scripture the theology of what a church ought to be.
Then God put him in a laboratory in Saskatoon and
taught him how to help a church function as the body of
Christ. Ever since I heard Henry’s message, I’ve wanted
to be part of a church that functioned that way.
In 1989, a spirit of holiness and revival began to spread
through churches and denominational groups. My denomination’s prayer leaders issued “A Call to Prayer
and Solemn Assembly.” We sensed our churches and
nation were under God’s judgment, and He was calling
us to individual and corporate repentance. That study
about solemn (or sacred) assembly increased my burden
to see churches become spiritually healthy and holy.
In 1992, Henry Blackaby asked me to write Fresh Encounter with him. When I understood the message was
about God’s pattern for revival and spiritual awakening,
I sensed a great urgency to get the message to churches.
God directed me to quit my job at the Baptist Sunday
School Board to get it written quickly. Once I had
stepped out in faith, God provided for my family’s
needs. Though I have worked with several godly men
and many different messages, this one has become more
of a life message for me. This burden to help needy
churches has grown deeper through the years. By helping churches, God has taught me things by experience
and in answer to prayer that don’t come any other way.
In Day 1, I’ll tell you the story about T. W. Hunt’s calling to help get the bride of Christ ready for the wedding
supper of the Lamb. In 1994, T. W. asked me to work
with him on a workbook for The Mind of Christ. Some-
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how, God used him and this message to give me a similar burden for the bride of Christ. Though he has
“graduated” to heaven, I’m increasingly burdened that
the bride of Christ needs to live in a state of readiness.
Only in that condition will she be filled with the Holy
Spirit and have power in her witness for Christ.
On page 93, I’ll tell you about helping a church move
from near death to life and vitality. As a result of my
experience with them, I wrote Come to the Lord’s Table
to help a church prepare for and celebrate this ordinance
in a worthy manner. This observance is also an invitation for the church to prepare for the wedding supper
every time they partake. Years later, I developed a brief
but similar tool, Consecrate the People, to help churches
renew their covenant commitments to Jesus Christ during times of sacred assembly.
God has used those and other spiritual markers to direct
much of my ministry during the past several decades.
About 18 months ago, I met with a prominent leader
working with church revitalization. He described a need
for a tool to put into the hands of a pastor who could
then lead his church in a spiritual process of renewal.
Instead of trying to read all the research and learn from
others, I started with the Scriptures and began to pray.
Using past experiences, I tried to identify the prominent
issues causing spiritual sickness in churches. I began
making a list informed by Scripture as seen on the table
of contents on page 3.
I agonized about the right approach to offer to churches.
I concluded that I would provide an overview in Week
1. Then I would help church lay solid foundations for
their love for God in Week 2. However, for Weeks 3-7 I
decided to primarily ask people and churches to examine
God’s design in Scripture (His plumb line). Then I
would ask them to pray and talk with one another about
what they need to change to measure up to God’s standard in the hope that they would demonstrate their
repentance through obedience. Then I hit a crisis of belief. Would God use such a simple process to revive His
church? David Bryant, president of Concerts of Prayer
International, once said, “My job is to take people to
God, and He can take them from there.” I invite you to
go with me on that journey.
Now, a year later than I had planned, I seek to communicate to you God’s heartfelt plea: “Return to Me.” I
pray that the Lord will guide His people to do just that.
Claude V. King
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INTRODUCTION
In the Time of God’s Favor
Jesus made a claim about His church: “The gates of hell
shall not prevail against it” (Matt. 16:18, KJV). Gates are
defensive structures to protect what is within the walls.
They don’t advance against their enemies. Jesus intends
the church He builds to prevail against the powers that
keep people within those gates in bondage to sin, darkness, evil, and death. Is your church prevailing and
experiencing this victory? Sadly, the majority of
Protestant churches in the West are plateaued or declining, and thousands are dying each year.
Could your church identify with God’s people when they
protested: “The LORD has abandoned me; the Lord has
forgotten me!” (Isa. 49:14)? Plateaued, declining, and
dying churches may well come to that conclusion. However, God’s response to us would be the same as the one
he gave to them in Isaiah 49:15-16:
Can a woman forget her nursing child,
or lack compassion for the child of her womb?
Even if these forget,
yet I will not forget you.
Look, I have inscribed you on the palms of my hands.
Jesus ever lives to pray and intercede for us (Heb. 7:25).
Imagine Him as He prays for His people. He would say
to us, “Don’t worry. I cannot forget you. I have engraved
you on the palms of my hands.” The scars there are a
constant reminder of His love for us and the price He
paid to purchase us for God. He hasn’t forgotten us!
In Isaiah 49 God describes choosing, preparing, and
sending His servant to bring His people back to a right
relationship with Him. Then He plans to use His servant
as a light to carry His salvation to the ends of the earth.
That servant Israel had failed to fulfill God’s purpose.
Jesus Christ—the Messiah—came to fulfill that prophesy. Now, we are the body of Christ with Jesus as our
Head. God was working through Christ to reconcile the
world to Himself, and now He has entrusted to His body
the ministry and message of reconciliation. We are His
ambassadors. We are laborers together with God. (See 2
Cor. 5:17–6:2.) In the time of God’s favor and in the day
of salvation, He promises to work through His covenant
people “To restore the land and to reassign its desolate
inheritances, to say to the captives, ‘Come out,’ and to
those in darkness, ‘Be free!’” (Isa. 49:8-9).
The gates of hell will be powerless in such a time. In his

book Revival, Andrew Murray wrote, “A revived church
is the only hope of a dying world.”1 In the New Testament we read how churches prevailed in that pagan
culture and turned the world upside down (actually more
right side up). God hasn’t changed or lost His power. He
is looking for a people who will meet His conditions. In
writing about Malachi 3, Murray points out: “God’s
faithfulness in the fulfillment of His promise waits on
our faithfulness in the fulfillment of His conditions.”2
I’ve written this book to help God’s people respond to
His heartfelt plea described in Malachi 3:7. As we meet
His conditions, “Return to me;” He will respond by
keeping His promise: “I will return to you” (Mal. 3:7).
When God has a people rightly related to Him and filled
with His Spirit (“a revived church”), He can work
through them to accomplish His redemptive plan. In
those days, the church will be God’s redemptive society
acting as salt and light in a dark, decaying world.
A Renewal Process
D. Martyn Lloyd Jones discussed the question of where
to start with church renewal.
Where do you start? Do you start with the existing
situation and try by adjustment and accommodation
and meetings and fellowship and readiness to give
and take for the sake of the body that is already
there, to get the best modifications you can?...
Or do you rather start by asking “What is the New
Testament teaching?” Let us start with that…. As I
have tried to remind you, in all fairness, the Reformers were concerned to bring back the New Testament
idea; but they failed.3
I have great faith that God’s Spirit can take God’s Word
and clearly guide His people in the 21st Century to be a
healthy, powerful, and fruitful body of Christ against
which the gates of hell will not prevail. I’m recommending we take God’s Word and, guided by His Spirit,
return to His original plan for the church. As renewal
groups gather in your church to discuss your return, I
pray you will be recorded in this heavenly book:
At that time those who feared the Lord spoke to one
another. The LORD took notice and listened. So a
book of remembrance was written before him for
those who feared the Lord and had high regard for
his name (Mal. 3:16).
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WEEK 1

“RETURN TO M E ”
Overview of Week 1
Day 1: Prepare the Bride
Day 2: Return to the Lord
Day 3: Return to God’s Design
Day 4: Bow the Knee
Day 5: Demonstrate Your Changed Life

Verse to Memorize
Malachi 3:7—“‘Return to
me, and I will return to
you,’ says the LORD of Armies.”
Tool for Renewal
God’s Pattern for Revival
and Spiritual Awakening
(p. 106)

God’s Design for Your Returning to Him
Over time, God’s people tend to drift and depart from intimate fellowship with Him. As they grow farther and farther away, they turn to
substitutes for God; and their behaviors discredit His great and holy
name. Churches lose their vitality. They cease to be the salt and light
God has intended them to be for their societies and cultures. Wonderfully, God yearns for our restoration. He gives a special heartfelt plea, “Return to me,” and He makes a significant promise, “I will return to you.”
In Scripture God has revealed His design for His people. He is worthy
and deserves a full surrender to His will, His plan. Then He gives His
people hearts to know Him and His Holy Spirit to enable their obedience.
Help and encourage one another as you labor together to return to Him.
Rejoice and celebrate when He returns to you!
Why This Week Will Be Meaningful to You
You will demonstrate your commitment to seeking the Lord and returning to Him by doing such things as:
• Entering a covenant with other church members to seek the Lord with
all your heart with a readiness to make every adjustment He desires.
• Preparing yourself and helping your church prepare to be a pure, holy,
and righteous bride for your heavenly bridegroom Jesus Christ—the
Lamb of God.
• Making a choice of your will to turn from your self-centered ways and
return to an intimate fellowship with your heavenly Father.
• Studying Scripture in the coming weeks to understand God’s design
for His people and then adjusting to live according to His design for
your life and His church.
• Spiritually bowing in full surrender to Jesus Christ so He can mold,
shape, and use you for His divine purposes.
• Repenting of sins and changing your ways to live a life that is pleasing
to God.
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A Faith Builder

Revival Led to Spiritual Harvest
I received a call early in 1995 from a pastor in rural
West Texas. He asked me to pray for his church and if
God told me anything to call him back. I’d never had a
request like that before, so I asked about his church.

reported that this was the first time they had prayed
together in their more than 50 years of marriage. Other
families were developing a family altar for the first time,
too.

His church averaged about 250 people on Sundays.
Something had happened over the past three years, and
the church was different. Unity and love were present.
People wanted to meet the needs of others. They wanted
to obey the Lord, and they had a burden to pray. Even
the deacons loved their pastor! He had never pastored a
church like this before.

Following an idea from The Prayer Life by Andrew
Murray, they embarked on ten days of corporate prayer
meetings called Pentecost Prayer Meetings. One night
they prayed with churches from several denominations
in the county. Another night they prayed with the
churches from their own denomination. One night they
commissioned a team headed to Russia on an evangelistic mission. They gave one evening to prayer meetings
in homes and another for prayer-walking in town and
prayer-driving around the county.

He explained that they had studied Experiencing God,1 a
discipleship course I wrote with Henry Blackaby. People
were experiencing a love relationship with their heavenly Father. They wanted to be involved with Him in His
kingdom work. They also had studied Fresh Encounter:
God’s Pattern for Revival and Spiritual Awakening .2
Members had repented of sin and reconciled relationships with one another.
They believed they had experienced revival as a church,
but they were not seeing the fruit of a spiritual harvest
(lost people coming to faith in Christ). The other concern they shared was a need to become a people of prayer. The pastor wanted some direction from the Lord and
asked me to pray for their church.
I headed to the walking track in my neighborhood and
began talking to the Lord about this church. A flood of
ideas came quickly. I called the pastor back with two
pages of notes and suggestions to share.
The leaders decided to lead the church to focus on two
topics: prayer and a spiritual harvest. They cleared their
church calendar from any activities that might distract
them. They started a six-week study on prayer using a
book I had written with T. W. Hunt now titled Pray in
Faith.3 Every Sunday School class from sixth grade
through the senior adults used the book. Every Sunday
morning, they had prayer meetings in their classes to
practice what they were learning during the week.
Following Good Friday, they started a 50-day season of
prayer leading up to Pentecost Sunday. Each day families gathered for family prayer. They read an assigned
Scripture, discussed what God was saying to them
through the passage, made a list of lost people (those
who didn’t have a saving faith in Jesus Christ), and began praying for them by name. One couple in their 70s

I had the privilege of meeting with them Pentecost
weekend. I met a church and a people who had learned
to pray. I was so encouraged to hear them pray so thoroughly about their requests. One teacher told me about
her sixth-grade boys praying prayers of praise, worship,
and thanksgiving for 30 minutes one of the Sundays of
their study on prayer. She was amazed.
Knowing the biblical history of Pentecost when 3,000
were converted, this church met on Sunday with great
anticipation. After all, they had prayed for 50 days for
people who needed to come to faith in Christ. Many
shared testimonies during the worship service. Their
service was on local access cable television.
When the testimonies were finished, I didn’t have time
to preach. I shared a Scripture, made some comments,
and extended an invitation. One young boy came forward to make public a decision to follow Christ he had
made that week. That was all. People were noticeably
deflated, but we had a feast waiting. During the meal, a
woman who had heard the service on television came
and talked with the pastor. She wanted what those people had. She and the little boy were the only first fruits.
Three months later I called to get an update. The
Russian missions team had led more than 400 to faith
in Christ. Their prison ministry saw more than 300 inmates saved. And of the people they had prayed for in
their little town, 25 had come to faith! People said, “Pastor, we can’t go back to the old way of doing things.”
I saw a church that returned to the Lord, and they experienced His manifest presence as He returned to them
bringing new life, vitality, and joy.
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Day 1

Prepare the Bride

God’s Design
Revelation 19:6-9—
“‘Hallelujah, because our
Lord God, the Almighty,
reigns! Let us be glad, rejoice, and give him glory,
because the marriage of the
Lamb has come, and his
bride has prepared herself.
She was given fine linen to
wear, bright and pure.’

Ý Begin today’s lesson by reading God’s Design in the margin. Talk
to the Lord about His desires for the bride of Christ (the church).
You may use the Opening Prayer or pray your own.

“For the fine linen represents the righteous acts of
the saints.

She will be ready, pure, and dressed in righteousness! Sadly, that does
not sound like a description of most of the churches I know.

“Then he said to me, ‘Write:
Blessed are those invited to
the marriage feast of the
Lamb!’”
Opening Prayer
Lord God Almighty, I
praise You because You do
reign over the entire universe. I thank You for adding me to the body of
Christ—the church. I have
great joy to know that I’ll be
part of the future bride of
Christ. Help me and my
church to prepare ourselves
to be a pure, clean, and
righteous bride. Your Son
deserves such a bride. Help
us daily to live in that condition of readiness for His
glory. I ask in the name of
Jesus, the Lamb of God who
takes away the sin of the
world. Amen.

v

v

v

Ê 1. Based upon Revelation 19:6-9, what will be the condition of the
bride of Christ at the marriage supper of the Lamb? Check one.
q a. She will be caught off guard, unprepared, unclean and poorly
dressed.
q b. She will be ready, pure, and dressed in fine linen representing
the righteous acts of the saints.

Ê 2. If Jesus were to return today to take His bride to heaven, do
you think you and your church would be ready? q Yes or q No
Under the Holy Spirit’s leadership, T. W. Hunt developed a significant
message for the body of Christ titled The Mind of Christ.4 As he was
learning and developing this message, his wife Laverne was diagnosed
with an aggressive cancer. She had to undergo extensive surgery and
chemotherapy. T. W. was devastated over his wife’s condition. When he
could bear it no longer, he locked the door to his office and fell to the
floor, emotionally shattered.
As T. W. wept over his wife’s condition, the Lord came to him and said,
“T. W., you are broken and devastated over the condition of your bride.
I, too, have a bride, and she is very sick. You teach about the mind of
Christ. But there is something about My mind you do not know. I knew
you couldn’t possibly understand how grieved I am over the condition of
My bride without my bringing you through this experience.”
T. W. described this experience with a group of prayer leaders in the
summer of 1989. He had just told us of his sense that the Lord’s return
was near, although he did not believe he would live to see it. He then
explained how God had used this experience to call him to help get the
bride of Christ ready for the marriage supper of the Lamb. That morning
a revival broke out among those prayer leaders as we wept over the condition of the church and began confessing and repenting of our sin. Ever
since that day, I’ve had a burden to help the bride of Christ get ready.
Ê 3. Read Ephesians 5:25-27 in the margin on the next page and
underline words that describe what Jesus wants the church to be.
I’ve underlined one for you.
Jesus gave Himself for the church and cleanses her with His Word to
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Ephesians 5:25-27
“Husbands, love your
wives, just as Christ loved
the church and gave himself
for her to make her holy,
cleansing her with the washing of water by the word.
He did this to present the
church to himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle
or anything like that, but
holy and blameless.”

make her holy, blameless, without spot or wrinkle, and full of splendor.
That is the kind of bride He is preparing for His marriage in heaven.
That is the kind of bride the Father desires for His Son.
Ê 4. Which of the following do you believe are the most significant
blemishes in churches you know? Check up to 5 or write your
own.
q anger
q addictions
q apathy
q bitterness
q covetousness
q dishonesty
q disobedience
q divisions
q drunkenness
q lack of faith
q foul language
q gossip/slander
q gluttony
q greed
q hypocrisy
q impatience
q insensitivity to need q jealousy/envy
q judgmental spirit q laziness
q pornography
q prayerlessness
q pride
q racism
q rudeness
q selfish ambition
q self-centeredness
q self-righteousness q sexual immorality
q stinginess
q unforgiveness
q controlling behavior q unholiness
q unloving spirit
q unconverted members q Others:

_____________________________________________________________________

John 10:10
“I have come so that they
may have life and have it in
abundance.”
The Lord’s Appeal
“Return, unfaithful Israel…
I will not look on you with
anger, for I am unfailing in
my love” (Jer. 3:12).
“Turn, O backsliding children, saith the LORD; for I
am married unto you” (Jer.
3:14, KJV).
“Return, you faithless children. I will heal your unfaithfulness” (Jer. 3:22).
“If thou wilt return, O Israel, saith the LORD, return
unto me” (Jer. 4:1, KJV)

Did you check any blemishes? Think with me for a moment. Christ left
the glory of heaven and came to earth to purchase us for God. He
demonstrated the kind of life God created us to live. He came to give us
an abundant life (John 10:10). He gave His life on the cross so we could
be forgiven and made right with God. He is preparing us through His
Word to be a holy, pure, spotless, blameless bride. Can you identify with
the grief He must feel over the current condition of His future bride?
In Jeremiah 3 God describes Israel as a wife, and He is the Husband. She
left Him in unfaithfulness and instead became a prostitute. Imagine His
heartbreak. Yet again and again He makes the appeal to return to Him.
Ê 5. Read the verses under “The Lord’s Appeal” in the margin.
Circle the words return and turn each time they appear.
Even today, the Lord invites us to return to Him. He loves us. Jesus loves
the church for which He gave His life. He’s begging us to return to Him.
And we need to get the bride ready now! We don’t know the time of the
Lord’s return. But if we don’t live in a state of readiness, we will not be
ready when that time comes. God desires that daily (1) we experience
the abundant life Jesus came to give and (2) we are faithful and fruitful
witnesses filled with His Holy Spirit’s power.
Þ Pray and ask God what He wants you to do to help the bride of
Christ become the pure, holy, spotless, and blameless bride He
will receive in all her splendor at the marriage supper of the
Lamb. Write a note in the margin or in a journal (p. 116) about
any action steps He desires from you and your church.
11

1

Day 2

Return to the Lord

God’s Design
Malachi 3:7—“‘Since the
days of your fathers, you
have turned from my statutes; you have not kept
them. Return to me, and I
will return to you,’ says the
LORD of Armies.” ()

Ý Begin today’s lesson by reading God’s Design in the margin. Talk
to the Lord about His desire for His people to return to Him in
obedience. You may use the Opening Prayer or pray your own.

Opening Prayer
Lord God, I confess I have
not fully kept Your statutes
or obeyed Your commands
as You desire. I have drifted
from You, but I want to
come back. Thank You for
this plea and promise. Enable me over the coming
weeks to return to You fully. I beg You in Jesus’
name. Amen.

Jeremiah 2:11-13
“My people have exchanged
their Glory
for useless idols.
Be appalled at this, heavens;
be shocked and utterly desolated! This is the LORD'S
declaration.
For my people have committed a double evil:
They have abandoned me,
the fountain of living water,
and dug cisterns for themselves—
cracked cisterns that cannot
hold water.” ()
12

v

v
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A Plea and a Promise
When God’s people have departed from Him, He begs them to return to
Him. For generations prior to Malachi’s time God’s people had turned
from obeying the Lord. But because of His faithful love, God made a
heartfelt plea and gave a promise in this verse. The plea and promise are
just as valid for us today. If we will return to Him in love and obedience,
He will return to us and restore vitality and His abundant life in us individually and corporately (as a church).
Ê 1. Malachi 3:7—“‘Return to me, and I will return to you,’ says
the LORD of Armies” is your Scripture memory verse for this
week. Read it several times and begin to hide God’s Word in your
heart. Meditate on this verse, and return to Him!
A Departure from God
In Jeremiah God describes His heartbreak over the way Israel had forsaken Him. He remembered how Israel once was devoted and in love
with Him like a bride. She was holy to the Lord (Jer. 2:2-3). But she had
departed far from the Lord. No one, not even a priest, was asking:
“Where is the Lord?” They didn’t miss Him, and they didn’t care. They
didn’t even know the Lord any longer. (Jer. 2:5-8). So, God brought
charges against His people.
Ê 2. Read Jeremiah 2:11-13 in the margin. What “double evil” (two
sins) had God’s people committed? Write them below.

First, they _____________________________________________________________

Second, they ___________________________________________________________
God’s people had exchanged Him (their Glory) for worthless idols. Their
double evil was that they abandoned God, the fountain of living water,
and they dug broken, cracked, and dry cisterns as substitutes for God
Himself. How appalling and unbelievable that was! Who, in his right
mind, would exchange a fountain of free-flowing pure fresh water for a
dry hole in the ground? When they turned to lifeless idols as a substitute
for God, they committed an unbelievable departure from God.
Any departure we make from God is just as serious and unbelievable.
Have you and your church departed from your purity, love, and devotion
to God? Are you spiritually dry and thirsty? Have you fallen in love with
“idols of the heart” that have become substitutes for your relationship
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with the living Lord? Are you no longer obeying His commands? If so,
God’s charges against you and your church are just the same as His
charges against Israel. But God wants you back!
God’s Provision
In a future lesson we will study the connection between love and obedience. Jesus said, “If you love me, you will keep [obey] my commands”
(John 14:15). When we cease to obey the Lord, we give evidence that we
have drifted from our love for Him. In order to return to Him, we have to
return to our love for Him. Then we will obey Him. God’s got good news
for us: He can fix that!
Ê 3. Read this promise He made in Jeremiah 24:7. Underline what
He gives us to help us return to Him.
“I will give them a heart to know me, that I am the LORD. They will
be my people, and I will be their God because they will return to
me with all their heart” (Jer. 24:7).
God wants us to return, and He will give us what we need to accomplish
that. We must make a conscious choice to renounce our self-will, receive
this new heart to know God by experience, and return to a love relationship with our Creator and Heavenly Father.
Ê 4. Are you interested in a new heart to know Him? q Yes q No
If your answer is no, that’s probably an indicator of one of two conditions.
Either you are right with the Lord and walking in obedience to Him, or
you are satisfied with your departure from the Lord. If you’ve departed,
don’t stay there. Return to Him.
In Zechariah 9:11-12, God describes a rescue He has planned. He plans to
rescue prisoners from a waterless cistern. Israel had departed from the
Lord and settled for a waterless cistern as a substitute for God. (See Jer.
2:13.) They had become prisoners of their substitute for God.
Zechariah 9:11-12
“As for you,
because of the blood of your
covenant,
I will release your prisoners
from the waterless cistern.
Return to a stronghold,
you prisoners who have
hope;
today I declare that I will
restore double to you.”

Ê 5. Read Zechariah 9:11-12 in the margin and underline the reason
God plans to release the prisoners.
God entered a covenant with Israel on Mount Sinai. The only blood of the
covenant Zechariah would have known would have been animal blood.
God is a covenant-keeping God, and we have an even better blood—the
blood of Jesus Christ. If we have departed from the Lord, God doesn’t
want to leave us there. Because of the blood of the New Covenant, God
will rescue and release us from our waterless cistern. But we must return
to Him, our Stronghold, our Fortress. When we return to Him, He WILL
return to us!
Þ Quote, write out, or read your Scripture memory verse. Ask God
what He wants you to do in response to Him to apply what you
have studied today. Write a note in the margin or in a journal
(p. 116) about any action step He desires from you or your church.
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Day 3

Return to God’s Design

God’s Design
Amos 7:7-8—“He showed
me this: The Lord was
standing there by a vertical
wall with a plumb line in his
hand. The LORD asked me,
‘What do you see, Amos?’

Ý Begin today’s lesson by reading God’s Design in the margin.
Since Scripture can serve as God’s plumb line for us, talk to the
Lord about His desire for us to measure up to His standards. You
may use the Opening Prayer or pray your own.

“I replied, ‘A plumb line.’
“Then the Lord said, ‘I am
setting a plumb line among
my people Israel; I will no
longer spare them.’”
2 Timothy 3:16-17—“All
Scripture is inspired by God
and is profitable for teaching, for rebuking, for correcting, for training in righteousness, so that the man of
God may be complete,
equipped for every good
work.”
Opening Prayer
Lord God, I want to be a
person who is righteous and
complete. I want to be
equipped for every good
work. I ask You to reveal
Your will to me through
Your Word and by Your
Holy Spirit. Show me the
ways and the distances I’ve
departed from You. Call me
back to You. Show me how
to return to You, so You
will return to me. I ask this
in Jesus’ name. Amen.

14

v

v

v

A plumb line is a tool a builder uses to make sure a wall is perpendicular
to the ground (as it should be). In Amos’s day, God’s people had departed from Him and repeatedly refused to return. God set a spiritual plumb
line alongside Israel so they could see how far they had departed. This
time God was planning to execute His judgment on the nation. The time
for repentance and return had past. God wanted Israel to understand they
deserved all that was about to happen to them.
God’s Word is His instruction book for us. He reveals Himself and His
guidelines for a healthy, abundant lives. The Scriptures serve as a written
plumb line for us. By them we can examine ourselves to see how far we
are from God’s desires.
As you read and study Return to Me, I’ll be sharing Scriptures to serve as
a plumb line for us. God reveals what He desires from us. His Holy Spirit
can take the Word of God and convict us of our departure from His expectations. When we respond to His corrections, He restores us to a right
relationship and fellowship with Him. We must keep in mind; however,
that there are consequences for refusing to respond to His corrections.
Responding to God’s Plumb Line
Notice the plumb line beside the picture of the Leaning Tower of Pisa
on the following page. This tower in Pisa, Italy, has departed from the
vertical position intended for buildings.
Ê 1. Is the problem with (a) the crooked walls of (b) the foundation?
qA qB
Ê 2. Suppose I could use a huge crane and pull the tower upright.
Then I were to release the pressure without doing anything else,
what do you think would happen? Check one.
q It would be fixed and stay in its rightful place.
q It would fall back to its original crooked position.
q It would fall and probably keep right on falling to the ground.
The problem with the Leaning Tower is not in the crooked walls. The
problem is in the foundation. If I don’t fix the foundation, my effort to
fix the crooked walls will be a temporary fix. This physical illustration
has a spiritual application. In Deuteronomy 30:1-16 God made wonderful
promises to His people Israel, but in verse 17 He issued a serious
warning.
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A Plumb Line

Ê 3. Read verse 17 below. Circle the words that describe the source
of the problem for a people who turn away from the Lord. Then
underline two sins that result from a departure from the Lord.
“If your heart turns away and you are not obedient, and if you are
drawn away to bow down to other gods and worship them…”
(Deut. 30:17, NIV)
A departure from God begins with a shift of your heart where you don’t
love God as much as you are supposed to love Him. God commands you
to “Love the LORD your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and
with all your strength” (Deut. 6:5). Jesus quoted that verse and said it
was the first and greatest commandment. (See Mark 12:29-30.)
When your heart turns away, you will begin to demonstrate your departure through your sinful behavior. Two sinful symptoms of a departed
heart are disobeying God’s commands and turning away to worship other
gods.
Most Christians would not see themselves as idolaters; they don’t have a
religious idol in their home. We can, however, begin to love something,
someone, or some activity so much that it distracts us from our first love
for Christ. I’ll be asking you to examine in more detail your first love for
Christ and identify possible idols of the heart in future lessons. For today,
let’s look at your “spiritual tower” measured alongside God’s plumb line.
Ê 4. Take some time to pray and ask the Lord to reveal to you the
current status of your life alongside His plumb line. Are you perpendicular to the ground? or somewhere at an angle? Any departure would be reflected in lack of obedience or disobedience to
God’s commands or recognizing you love something so much it
distracts you from your wholehearted love for Christ.
Draw an image of your “spiritual tower” on the foundation in the
margin beside the plumb line. It might look like one of these:


«Consider studying and
using the Supplementary
Tool for Renewal:
God’s Pattern for Revival
and Spiritual Awakening
(p. 106)







If your spiritual tower is leaning, returning to the Lord starts with work
on the foundation. If you only work on symptoms, you will achieve only
a temporary fix. Return to a wholehearted love for Christ. Remove any
idols of the heart that hinder that love. Then the Lord will help you begin
to make the other corrections to restore your life to alignment with Him.
Þ Ask God what He wants you to do in response to Him to apply
what you have studied today. Write a note in the margin or in
your journal (p. 116) about any action steps He desires from you.
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PASTOR / LEADER GUIDE
There are times when I weep for churches. Many are
spiritually broken and sick. Others are complacent or
apathetic, content even as they are dying. From a human
perspective, others seem to be doing fine; but they fall
far short of what the Lord wants to do through them to
touch a huge, lost, and needy world around them. I realize my tears may reflect God’s grief for what should be
glorious churches that are victorious over the very gates
of hell. (See Matt. 16:18.) You may serve one of those
churches, and that’s the reason God has attracted you to
Return to Me. If so, God has a rescue plan (see day 2).
As we begin, allow me to pray for you and your church.
Heavenly Father, since the creation of the world,
You have had a redemptive plan for humanity. You
loved the world so much You sent Your own Son to
redeem people and place them into churches where
they carry on Christ’s redemptive work as the body
of Christ. Because of the shed blood of Christ (the
blood of the New Covenant), I pray that once again
You would plead with Your people to return to You.

in faith trust Him to do what only He can do.
Overview of the Return to Me Renewal Process
Read the Preface and Introduction before you continue.
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I call this symbol above a reader-stopper; it’s used for a
purpose. Please read those two pages first. I’ve written
Return to Me as a tool to assist you. Together we will
take your people to God through His Word and in the
presence of His active Holy Spirit. Our prayer is that
God will then take them to the place He wants them to
be. If people respond just because you ask them, you
will get one quality of response. If they respond because
God has spoken, you will see a very different response.
I hope you will sense relief in knowing you can’t cause
your people to experience revival. You can’t make it
happen. But you can be a catalyst for the process of
getting your people talking to God and one another.
When He speaks, guides, and enables the response of
His people, He will accomplish His purposes.

Anoint these pastors and leaders to be Your messengers to Your churches. Speak to Your people through
Your Word. By Your Holy Spirit, uniquely guide
Your people to meet Your requirements to be the
people You desire in the place You have assigned
to them. Then please fulfill Your promise to return
to Your people. Restore life and vitality to Your
churches. Use them as salt and light to redeem,
preserve, and transform our culture and bring great
glory to Yourself. I ask in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Contents. If you have not already done so, read through
the table of contents. I’ve divided this into a 7-week
study knowing that more needs to happen in churches
than are likely in that time frame. If God’s people begin
repenting and returning to the Lord in any one of those
areas, I believe He will respond like the father of the
prodigal son. He will come running and begin a restoration process. Pray that God would begin that process
with one person or one group on one topic. Be encouraged when God starts keeping His promise.

Fast, Pray, and Believe
You and your church are about to engage in a humanly
impossible task. However, nothing is impossible with
God for the one who believes! One day Jesus’ disciples
asked Him why they could not cast out a demon from a
boy. His response was, “This kind can come out by
nothing but prayer and fasting” (Mark 9:29, NKJV). I
know some manuscripts leave out the word fasting. Now
is a critical time for you to set aside things through fasting so you can be devoted to prayer. You need God’s
wisdom, guidance, conviction, deliverance, and victory
over sin. Seek Him with all your heart. Enlist others to
join you in a day or a season of fasting and praying. He
is willing and available to help. He wants victory in your
church more than you do. Ask Him for that help. Then

Faith Builder. Each week I begin with what I hope will
be a faith building testimony. Be encouraged that God
has revived, restored, and used churches in the past. I’ve
read about it in Scripture and in history, but I’ve also
seen it with my own eyes. I’ve experienced what God
can do. I’m a “prisoner of hope” (Zech. 9:12). Join me
there. Let God be your Hope!
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Week 1 lays the foundation for the entire process. I start
with a desire to let God recapture the hearts of His
people as they seek to be a beautiful and holy bride.
Then God invites us all to be rescued from our waterless
cisterns, and He gives us the hearts to do it! God’s Word
will serve as His plumb line to reveal His design for His
people, His standards. As we fully surrender to the will
of our King and demonstrate our changed lives, we will
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become the revived people God intends us to be.
Love God, Love Others, Surrender All, Be Transformed, Join God’s Mission, and Glorify God. These
remaining six weeks cover the big categories churches
need to focus on to restore their spiritual health. Under
these big categories I’ve developed the daily assignments on actions needed to restore health and vitality to
churches. I could have added many more topics, but I
pray this list will be a starting point. I pray it will be at
least a starting point.
Week 2. The foundational issue for a lack of health in a
church is a faulty love relationship with God. Week 2 is
a plea for individuals and churches to return to their first
love for Christ. When people get that love relationship
right with God, they will get right with one another .
And when they love God, they will obey Him. Get the
love right and everything changes in a church. That’s
why I spent extra effort on that emphasis.
Weeks 3-7. The daily lessons change for these weeks.
As I prayed, struggled, agonized, studied, and prayed
more about how to best help churches, I came to the
simplicity of leading people to seek God together
through His Word and guided by His Spirit to return to
God’s original design for His people and church. This
became a crisis of belief. Can and would God clearly
direct His people if I didn’t explain all the details
myself? I know He can, and I believe He will.
Supplementary Tools for Renewal. These tools help
individuals find specific applications for some of the
daily lessons. I’ve indicated appropriate places on those
days.
Return to Me Journal . Each day, I ask participants to
make notes and list possible action steps they can take to
return to the Lord personally. At the end of the week, I
ask them to develop an I-will statement to commit to a
specific act of obedience to the Lord. I’ve included a
section of journal pages so this book can be a record of a
person’s walk with the Lord during this season. There
are additional notes and journal space during each
week’s session plans for use with the group.
The Renewal Group Guide consists of eight questions.
With permission, I adapted these from a Discovery Bible
Study (DBS) approach being used around the world.
Because of its simplicity and lack of dependence on
outsiders, highly trained leaders, and costly resources,
these simple DBS groups are multiplying disciples and
disciple makers rapidly in some of the least-reached
people groups on the planet. The primary difference in
this process is my assumption that I’m working with

Christians to restore a church to health. To help you
better understand the process, I’m sharing my rationale:
Question 1 gets people thinking about what God is
doing around them and not just focusing on their problems. Questions 2 and 8 help a church begin to love one
another again in tangible ways. Questions 4 and 5create
the opportunity for the Holy Spirit to reveal God’s
design and call His people to repentance. Question 6
calls for a decision of the will to obey what God has
said. These acts of obedience are the essence of repentance. They demonstrate our return to the Lord. Question
7 invites people to expand the impact of these messages
and changed lives by sharing God’s truth with others.
Finally, Question 3 builds in accountability as group
members report on how they've responded to Questions
6-8.
Sessions. These plans facilitate the sharing and discussion that takes place in weekly meetings. This process
may stretch people who prefer to teach. I beg you to
allow the Holy Spirit to be the Teacher. He may take
your people places you would never think to mention.
When they encounter God revealing truth, that is an experience with God. I recommend 90 minutes to 2 hours.
During the sessions you will see both large-group and
small-group experiences. You need both unless you only
have enough people for one small group. I recommend
the small groups be composed of 7 to 12 people. This
will allow people to become active participants rather
than spectators. The large-group experience allows the
church to hear from the members of the body and what
the Holy Spirit has been saying and doing. I’ll say more
about leadership later. If you have men and/or women
who shut down in mixed groups (for whatever reason),
you may want to consider using some same-gender
groups to remove that barrier.
Preparing for Return to Me
God is the One you need as a Guide for this process. It is
not just a program or a course. Pray and seek His specific directions for your circumstances. Your return to the
Lord may begin with Return to Me. However, you may
want to use Come to the Lord’s Table or Consecrate the
People: Renewing Our Covenant Commitments to Jesus
Christ (see p. 124) as a preparation for Return to Me. A
key part of the preparation is for people to turn to God
for a tender, responsive hearts and wills.
• Join a local or virtual pastors cohort. Get together
with other pastors who will simultaneously go through
Return to Me. Meet weekly to discuss what God is
doing, seek counsel for problems that arise, share
insights and testimonies, and pray for one another.
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• Order resources. Order a copy of Return to Me for
each adult and older youth. Order from lifeway.com or
by calling toll free (800) 458-2772
• Issue the call to participation. Share a message from
week 1 about preparing the bride, responding to God’s
plea, surrendering to His Lordship, returning to God’s
design, or demonstrating changed lives.
• Introduce Return to Me. Use the introductory session,
expand it into a multiple-hour workshop , or conduct a
renewal weekend using the introductory session and
the first two weeks and sessions for a thorough introduction. Conclude the introduction with a call to enter
the Group Covenant (p. 125).
• Enlist a coleader. Enlist at least one person to function with you as a coleader. Multiple leaders are valuable for preparing, discussing, and evaluating the best
use of the resources and activities. Share in facilitating
the large- and small-group times.
• Plan for small groups. I recommend you form small
groups for every 7 to 12 people. These smaller groups
will assure that people can actively participate in the
process.
• Enlist small-group facilitators. If you only have a
couple of groups, you and your coleader can facilitate
the small-group times. If you have many small
groups, enlist a facilitator for each small group you
anticipate. You will give general instructions to all the
groups, but you need someone in each small group
who will guide sharing, discussion, prayer, and reporting back to the large group.
• Choose and set up your room. Small groups will be a
critical part of this experience. People need to be able
to face one another. (Pews are not a comfortable
option.) You may want to set up in a fellowship hall
around tables. This will allow for Bibles and a writing
surface for books. For larger groups of 9-12 you may
need 2 tables or just a circle of chairs. Provide a
microphone and speakers as the room size dictates.
• Prepare for Group Reporting. Use a marker board,
tear sheets, or other technology to collect and display
reporting from small groups: aspects of God’s Design,
changes needed, and we-will statements.
• Provide tools for groups. As needed, provide nametags, pens, boxes of tissue at tables, tear sheets of paper to post on the walls for reporting, and markers.

leges of piety, holy clubs, classes, choirs, Sunday School
classes, Yokefellow groups, minichurches, and even
ecclesiola in ecclesia (little church within a church). The
revival comes from God’s work among His people using
His Word and directed by His Holy Spirit to bring about
repentance to renewed lives.

Leading the Sessions
The group sessions create an opportunity for personal
and group revival. Throughout history churches have
experienced seasons of revival and renewal through
small group experiences. They have had names like col-

• Plan for longer sessions. Instead of one hour, schedule
sessions for two hours. Churches might use Sunday
evenings for lengthier, more informal sessions.
• Individuals work through the entire week, but the
group session focuses on one or two daily topics. Af-
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Constantly encourage participants to prepare for each
group session by completing the daily assignments. The
group sessions are not designed as teaching times. They
are times for members to talk with one another, share
insights, seek God together, and pray together and for
one another. Those who lead the large and small groups
will be facilitators, not teachers.
I’ve attempted to keep the process simple. Use the session plans at the end of each week to guide the sharing,
discussion, and praying. The Renewal Group Guide and
the instructions (p. 126-27) form the basis for the group
sessions. You may want to meet weekly with smallgroup facilitators to discuss experiences, share what God
is teaching you, and pray and discuss ways to deal with
problems or challenges that arise in the small groups.
Topics and Scriptures provided daily in Weeks 3-7 will
probably be more than you can address in a single
session. A book could be written on nearly every one of
the topics. I recommend you look at the weekly topic as
the big picture. People will examine God’s design and
making personal application daily. When you realize
time will be limited in a session, select one or two topics
to focus on for that session. In Week 3 for instance, your
church may need a focus on restoring unity (Day 14)
while another church may need to focus on demonstrating love to a lost world (Day 12).
Taking Your Time
The goal of Return to Me is not to finish seven weeks
and check the process off your to-do list. The goal is to
return to the Lord sufficiently, so that you would meet
His conditions for Him to keep His promise. This process could take months, years, or a lifetime to become
all God has in store for you. There certainly is an
urgency for the church, but change takes time. You can’t
bake a prize-winning loaf of bread without taking time
for the dough to rise. Likewise, you can't expect thorough life-changing transformation in your church overnight. Some options might include one of the following:
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ter an initial 7-week study, go back and review the
most critical days using the Renewal Group Guide for
the sessions. If you choose this option, you might
make a group decision each week about which day(s)
you will use for the group session the following week.
• During the introductory session, identify the primary
topics that are the greatest challenges for your church,
and focus on those. Go back later to work on others.
• Spread Return to Me over a period of months with a
daily topic or two each week. Spend as much time as
necessary for the Lord to guide you to thorough repentance.
Prayerfully take the time needed for Christ to guide His
church to return to Him. People in your church may not
repent and obey because they are moving on to the next
topic. Rather than offend the Lord, hit the pause button,
and dwell on one issue until you sense He’s ready for
you to keep going.

Ongoing Use of the Renewal Group Process
I chose the 35 daily topics I thought were most critical
for churches. However, many other topics could have
been chosen and are certainly needed. I’ve designed the
Renewal Group Guide for a pastor or group leader to
address other topics as well. You may use it to:
• Cover other topics such as marriage relationships or
the biblical approach for treatment of refugees and
immigrants.
• Guide a last-minute Bible study for which you didn’t
have notice to prepare.
• Spend more time processing one of the daily topics
more thoroughly.
• Apply a similar process for discovery groups meeting
in the community or workplaces with people who
don’t yet know Christ.1
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