A MILLION GATHER FOR PRAYER
A duty fulfilled or a war unleashed? Four lessons from the Church in Egypt
By Mike Burnard

SOUTH AFRICA PRAYER INITIATIVE

On Saturday 22 April, an estimated one million people attended the ‘IT’S TIME’ day of prayer on a farm in the
Free State, South Africa. Hundreds of thousands of Christians descended on Wilde Als, a farm just outside
Bloemfontein, where 1400 hectares of land across eight farms were made available to accommodate the
masses.
The purpose of the gathering was to call on divine intervention to save a country in crisis, praying for unity and
praying that murders, corruption and racism, as well as other crimes, would end. Evangelist Angus Buchan, who
performed wonders in organising the event in only six weeks and mobilised approximately a million to attend
the event, said the change that people would like to see in the country should start with individuals confessing
and repenting of their sins.
Pastor Buchan said South Africa is fighting a ‘spiritual battle’. He emphasised that the struggle is not racial nor
political, but involves the principalities of darkness and is about good versus evil. (Ephesians 6:12 “For our
struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this
dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.”)

EGYPT PRAYER INITIATIVE

From 30 March to 1 April, thousands of Christians met together in Egypt in a similar initiative as the one in South
Africa, this time to pray for the Middle East. The prayer conference was hosted by Kasr El Dobara Evangelical
Church (KDEC), the largest evangelical church in the Middle East, and more than ten thousand people attended,
making it one of the biggest prayer gatherings in the Muslim world for the Muslim world.

A DECLARATION OF WAR
With both these prayer initiatives, there is one critical principle to bear in mind: believers need to understand
that prayer is not the actual ‘war’. Prayer is a ‘declaration of war’ with a spiritual battle starting once enemy
territory is challenged. It is understood, and proclaimed, by many who participated in the South African prayer
initiative that the ‘the battle has now been won’ and ‘miracles are now expected’. The reality is that after a
declaration of war, the battle only begins and sometimes things don’t go as expected. Sometimes, when what
has been prayed over and carefully prepared for begins, it becomes messy, tangled, and unpleasant. And in this
war, like in any war, there will be causalities.

THE BATTLE BEGINS
On Palm Sunday (9 April), a week after the prayer
conference in Egypt, suicide bombers struck two
Coptic churches in northern Egypt, killing 44
people and turning one of the holiest days on the
Coptic calendar into scenes of horror and
outrage. It was the single deadliest day for
Christians in decades and the worst since a
bombing at a Cairo church in December 2016
which killed 30 people.
The Islamic State (IS) group claimed
responsibility for the violence, adding to fears
that extremists are shifting their focus to
civilians, especially Egypt's Christian minority.

LESSONS OF ENGAGEMENT
INcontext International workers were in Egypt when the bombs exploded in Tanta and Alexandria, and when
South Africans were praying in Bloemfontein. We shared the anguish and the joy, the martyrdom and the
fellowship. We had the joy of meeting key and strategic leaders of all major denominations and ministries,
including the secretary to the Pope of the Coptic Church, the Archbishop of the Anglican Church, the head of
the Evangelical Alliance, the senior pastor and his team of the Kasr El Dobara church, the head of the Bible
Society, the director of SAT-7, the head of Give A Hand and the head of a German mission organisation working
among the Nubians (names withheld for security reasons).
We returned to South Africa with a deep conviction that if it is true that prayer is a declaration of war, it is
especially true in Egypt, and South Africans should consider the lessons learnt by the Church in Egypt.
Here are FOUR.

1. THE ANSWER TO PRAYER MIGHT BE UNEXPECTED
Hebrews 12:11 “No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest
of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.”
God answers every prayer. This is a given. Not a single prayer, prayed in accordance to God’s divine purpose
and in His perfect will, will go unanswered. This is the blessed assurance for every believer. However, believers
should always expect the unexpected from a sovereign God who has eternity in mind, and not necessarily the
comfort of those who pray. Most of the greatest gifts and deepest joys that God gives us come wrapped in
painful packages. God does not answer prayer according to human understanding, and it might be that South
Africans have to wait before the tide turns in a desired direction.
Meeting with the leading pastors of one of the biggest evangelical churches in the Middle East gave us a new
understanding of this Biblical truth.
We asked an honest question: “The Church prayed and then the bombs exploded. How do you reconcile the two
events with one another?” The response was equally honest: “This was an answer to our prayers.”
This was not a flippant or emotional response, but wisdom from a leader who understands that intimacy with
God and true repentance is often obtained through the washing of blood, not through the comfort of ‘safe
prayers’.
He elaborated: “The bombs simply expressed what radicals believe and, by granting us an opportunity to forgive
our enemies, we simply expressed what we believe, and it is opening hearts like never before. The calling of the
Church is to go through the process of persecution in order to reflect a Christ on the cross. The amazing thing is
that after the bombs exploded, the spirit of fear has left us.”
“This is a glorious time,” the pastor concluded. “It is a time for shaking, an awakening. We’ve been seeking the
Lord for 30 years, but the watch was not moving. We were waiting for a time such as this. It was an answer to
our prayer for revival. People are now running to the Lord.”

South Africans should expect the Lord to answer their prayers, but not be surprised if the answers are
unexpected and wrapped in pain.

2. THE RESPONSE TO PRAYER DEMANDS ACTION
Psalm 127:1 “Unless the LORD builds the house, the builders labour in vain. Unless the LORD watches over the
city, the guards stand watch in vain.”
There is an age-old proverb stating that “when man works, man works, but when man prays, God works.” This
is only partly true, in that it contains the spiritual truth that if God is not acknowledged in our works, we have
no reason to expect His blessing, and without His blessing. all is nothing - but build, we must still build.
Meeting with the previous head of the Evangelical Alliance and founder of Give A Hand (an affiliation of more
than 20 international NGOs and charities reaching out to refugees in European, Mediterranean and Arabspeaking countries) gave us a revolutionary perspective:
“The one obstacle to Muslims coming to know Christ in our region is the Church. Very often those who pray are
also those who fear, sow suspicion and work against the ministry of reconciliation. In the same way that Jesus
has a plan of salvation, evil has a plan of destruction. It is important to understand that parallel with the plan of
evil, we always find the plan of God. Evil will conquer not only when people engage in acts of evil, but when the
Church stops engaging in acts of redemption. We can choose on which one we focus.”

This principle is clearly noted by the Lord when He challenged His followers with these words in Matthew 12:30
- "Whoever is not with Me is against Me, and whoever does not gather with Me scatters.”
There is no neutral ground in the Kingdom of God. You either participate in the harvest or you become an enemy
of the harvest. Either a gatherer or one who scatters. No room for fence-sitters, whether we are praying or not.
The pastor continued: “If Jesus comes for a short visit to our country today, He will not come to the churches,
but to the refugees. We need to stop entertaining one another. It is time for the Church to change direction and
all churches need a new understanding of the season before focusing on activities, even prayer.”
He closed with the following words: “I think we in Egypt are ready to pay the price. If we are not willing to be
the sacrificial answer to our prayers and only want to keep our safety, we will not experience the change we are
praying for.”

South Africans now need to become the answers to their prayers. Justice and righteousness flow from the
throne of grace and every believer in the ‘rainbow nation’ needs to be instruments for looking after the hungry,
the widow and the orphan. Only then will revival follow.
Isaiah 58:5-8 “Is this the kind of fast I have chosen, only a day for people to humble themselves? Is it only for
bowing one's head like a reed and for lying in sackcloth and ashes? Is that what you call a fast, a day
acceptable to the LORD? Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains of injustice and untie
the cords of the yoke, to set the oppressed free and break every yoke? Is it not to share your food with the
hungry and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter – when you see the naked, to clothe them, and not to
turn away from your own flesh and blood? Then your light will break forth like the dawn, and your
healing will quickly appear; then your righteousness will go before you, and the glory of the LORD will be
your rear guard.”

3. THE PROOF OF PRAYER INVOLVES SACRIFICE
Romans 12:1 “Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as a
living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God – this is your true and proper worship.”
One of the Bishops of the Coptic Church (who
serves as secretary to the Coptic Pope) gave a
moving account of how the 21 Coptic martyrs
were beheaded in Libya in 2015 and how that
prepared the way for the process of revival in
Egypt that was sealed by the two bomb blasts
on Palm Sunday. The divine necessity of
displaying the cross of Christ through sacrifice
and martyrdom was explained in a way that
we don’t always hear in the West:
“The Egyptian Christians watched the video over and over.” The Bishop said, “They watched how the Christians
whispered their love for Christ while their throats were being slit. It was important to see the glory with which
they entered heaven and everybody who watched was filled with boldness. The stoning of Stephen in Acts did
not fill the disciples with fear but with courage. This was the same in this incident. Sadly, many Western Christians
switched off the video before the killings, and they were filled with fear.”
Listen to Colossians 1:24 “And now I am happy about my sufferings for you, for by means of my physical
sufferings I am helping to complete what is still lacking of Christ's sufferings on behalf of his body, the Church.”

John Piper comments on this verse as follows: “Jesus died and He suffered for people all over the world in every
nation. Then He is buried and, according to the Scriptures, raised on the third day. Then He ascends into heaven
where He reigns over the world. And He leaves a work to be done.”
Paul’s self-understanding of his mission is this: that he is called by his suffering to complete the afflictions of
Christ on the cross. That’s a design. This does not mean he atones for anybody’s sin or that Christ’s atoning
death was in any way deficient. It means this: that the afflictions of Christ, acted out by Him in FULLY atoning
worth, are meant to be displayed and portrayed by His Church for the ingathering of the nations. The one thing
lacking in the sufferings of Christ Jesus is that His fully atoning love offering needs to be presented in person
through the Church to the peoples for whom He died. And Paul says, “I do this in my sufferings. In my sufferings
I complete what is lacking in the sufferings of Christ.”
John Piper says the following:
“More and more I am persuaded from Scripture and from the history of missions that God’s design for the
evangelisation of the world and the consummation of His purposes includes the suffering of His ministers and
missionaries. To put it more plainly and specifically, God designs that the suffering of His ministers and
missionaries is one essential means in the joyful triumphant spread of the gospel among all the peoples of the
world.”
This means that Christ’s design for revival in South Africa will only come when the Church displays the cross of
Christ through acts of sacrifice and self-denial. That’s the way it will be finished. It’s the means and the design
for the Church, to reflect the cross to those who are longing for forgiveness and salvation.

4. THE OPPORTUNITY OF PRAYER LIES IN FORGIVENESS
Matthew 6:9, 12, 14-15 "This, then, is how you should pray … And forgive us our debts, as we also have
forgiven our debtors … For if you forgive other people when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also
forgive you. But if you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.”
We should not even attempt prayer if there is not the willingness to forgive. There can be no revival without
restoration, no restoration without reconciliation, no reconciliation without forgiveness, and there can only be
forgiveness when someone has been harmed.
The leading pastor of Kasr El-Dobara Church in Cairo shared how the two bomb attacks opened an opportunity
for Christians to express forgiveness in a way that left the media, the authorities and Muslim leaders speechless.
One interview after another of family members of those who were killed expressed forgiveness. “BUT,” one of
the team members added, “First the Lord had to teach us two lessons. The first thing the Lord did: He gave us a
heart of compassion for our enemy. He melted our hearts. Secondly, He taught us how to serve our enemies,
how to love them.”
When South Africans pray for an end to farm murders, corruption, crime and violence, it needs to be
accompanied by the opportunity to forgive. Maybe ‘It’s Time’ was never about the event, but about the hearts
of people. Going to the event has now passed. It is now time for the event to go to the people.

IN CONCLUSION
Listen to the words of Jon Bloom, staff writer at Desiring God (www.desiringGod.org)
What Should We Expect?
• If we ask God for greater, deeper love for Him, what should we expect to receive? Answers that give us
a greater awareness of our deep and pervasive sinful depravity, because those who are forgiven much,
love much, but those who are forgiven little, love little (Luke 7:47).
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If we ask God to help us love our neighbours as ourselves (Mark 12:31), what should we expect to
receive? Answers that force us to give unexpected attention to a neighbour (whom we might not put in
that category [Luke 10:29]), which are inconvenient and irritating.
If we ask for God’s nearness because we believe that it is good for us to be near God (Psalm 73:28),
what should we expect to receive? Answers that break our hearts, for God is near to the broken-hearted
(Psalm 34:18).
If we ask God to make us living sacrifices (Romans 12:1), what should we expect to receive? Answers
that break and humble our hearts because the sacrifices of God are a broken spirit (Psalm 51:17).
If we ask God for a deeper experience of His grace, what should we expect to receive? Answers that
oppose our pride and humble our hearts (James 4:6).
If we ask God for His kingdom to come (Matthew 6:10) in our own lives and in the world around us,
what should we expect to receive? Answers that reveal our deep spiritual poverty, because the kingdom
is given to the poor in spirit (Matthew 5:3).
If we ask God to satisfy us with Himself so that we aren’t so easily satisfied by the world’s mud puddles,
what should we expect to receive? Answers that cause us to be increasingly aware of the evil and
suffering and injustices of the world, because those who hunger and thirst for righteousness will be
satisfied (Matthew 5:6).
If we ask God for greater wisdom and discernment, what should we expect to receive? A steady stream
of mind-bending, confusing answers that are difficult to understand and work through, because our
powers of discernment are trained by constant practice to distinguish good from evil (Hebrews 5:14).
If we ask God to “increase our faith” (Luke 17:5), what should we expect to receive? To be repeatedly
put into situations where we discover that our perceptions are not trustworthy so that we are forced
to trust Christ’s promises, “for we walk by faith, not by sight” (2 Corinthians 5:7).
If we ask God to help us “walk in a manner worthy of the Lord” (Colossians 1:10), what should we expect
to receive? Answers that require more humility, gentleness, patience, and bearing with one another in
love (Ephesians 4:2) than we thought possible. Answers that might result in destitution, affliction, and
mistreatment, the common lot of many saints throughout history “of whom the world was not worthy”
(Hebrews 11:38).
If we ask God to help us stop serving money so that we can serve him more wholeheartedly, what should
we expect to receive? An uncomfortable amount of opportunities to give money away, expenses that
deplete reserves we’ve been stashing away, maybe even a job loss — answers that push us to us despise
(ignore, turn away from, release) money and cling to God (Luke 16:13).
If we ask for our joy to be made more full (John 16:24), to experience more happiness in God, what
should we expect to receive? Answers that cause earthly joys we once thought gain to become empty,
hollow, and loss and that push us to search for the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus (Philippians
3:8).
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