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Transtorming lives for the glory of God
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Sermon Title: ‘The Churches Prayer’
Bible Reference: Acts 4:23-31
A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
The Believers prayer - Acts 4:23-36

Didn’t just walk of the job when it got tough but went to the boss, the one who gave them the job and told them he’d help them do it. Went to him to tell him the problem and ask for help.

Note who they prayed to – ‘Sovereign Lord, you made the heaven and earth and sea and everything in them.

Didn’t pray this to tell him something he didn’t already know, or to ingratiate themselves with him. No, in addressing God in this way they simply reveal to us something of their attitude to the one they were praying to, and this is absolutely crucial, critical. I said this last week and I want to go back to it because it is just sooo important! It’s not the power of prayer but the power of the one we pray to that counts.

· Consider carefully then how they address him - Sovereign Lord which means supreme ruler. The ruler of everything and everyone. And more - He’s the ‘Maker of heaven and earth’, etc. Voyager 2 space probe was launched 1977. It travels faster than a bullet at 90,000 miles per hour. In August 1989 it reached Neptune and it then left our solar system. Currently it is 10 billion miles from earth. It will take 250,000 years to reach Sirius, the nearest star in our galaxy. In our galaxy there are 100 million stars like our sun, and our galaxy is one of 100 million galaxies. Their God was no small God then! 
· And of course, their God is our God! He’s still sovereign Lord and maker of heaven and earth and everything in them. Keeping this in mind and actually believing it will have a profound effect on us, our peace of heart and mind and our confidence when we talk to him in prayer.

Make no mistake this was a dark day for these believers, the future was suddenly a lot less bright for them. These people who made the threats were the ones who, just a few weeks before had killed Jesus and could easily, and probably would, do the same to them! This wasn’t just an inconvenience, this was a potentially life threatening situation.

They are in trouble, deep trouble so what do they do? They go to God and they not only talk to him but they also take comfort and solace in who and what he is.
· In the OT we find David doing exactly the same when he was in a deep crisis. Amalekites had razed his village, taken the women and children and pillaged the crops and livestock. His people were turning against him. What did he do? We’re told that he ‘encouraged himself in the Lord’. What does that mean? He took comfort in what God had said, in his promises, in God’s power and plan. 

Last Wed’s Bible study - Prov 3:5-6 ‘Trust in the Lord with all your heart, lean not on your own understanding and he will make your paths straight’. It’s the same thing! Trust … in the Lord. That’s what David did, it’s what the disciples did here in Acts 4 and it’s what we will do if we’re wise! We encourage ourselves and embolden ourselves when we remind ourselves of God and of what he’s said and done in the past.

Back to Acts 4 – They go back over what God has done and been in the past, they quote a passage of the Bible where God asserts his authority and power over all people, and the futility of men’s rising up against him (v25-26). This is reminding them what God has done, and they use this in their prayers so the prayers become something like this: ‘Lord, this is what you are, this is what you’ve done in the past, we totally get that you are in control, even over the bad things that happen – (v28 – ‘they did what your power and will had decided beforehand would happen’) Now we need some help in the work you’ve given us because some of the people under your control are giving us grief.’
Here’s the pattern, template for successful praying, of wrestling with God. Pray on the basis of his character, on what he’s said, of his promises and what he’s said he likes to do. Whilst there may be no power in prayer itself Scripture and history show there is a way of praying that is more likely to get an answer. Not shouting, getting emotional (remember Baal’s prophets on Carmel!) but persistent prayer a la Jacob wrestling and the persistent widow. The power still isn’t in the prayer or the actions of the person, it’s still in God, but there seems to be good ways of getting him to answer and bad ways! It’s consistent, determined, believing in the power and goodness and mercy of the one you pray to. The woman in the story Jesus told got the answer because she kept on praying. Why did she keep on praying? Because she believed in the power and the ultimate fairness and willingness of the judge to help. The effectiveness wasn’t in the praying – she prayed, pleaded with him, simply because of who he was – she believed he had the position and power to change things. Prayer without believing really isn’t much good. God responds to faith and belief – however small and feeble. If it’s real then he’ll respond!
Let’s consider also James 5:15 – ‘The prayer of a righteous person is powerful and effective.’ [NIV]. This is an interesting verse! I suspect many of us when we quote it would say ‘The fervent (or ‘earnest’) prayer of a righteous man availeth much’ (as per KJV or as NLT ‘The earnest prayer of a righteous person …’. But truth is that ‘Fervent’ or ‘earnest’ are not there in the Greek, it just says ‘prayer’! The emphasis then is not on the way the person prays (fervency), but on a) who he prays to and b) specifically in this instance, the character of the pray-er. It is the prayer of ‘the righteous person’ that gets results – God is more likely to answer the prayer of the genuine, sincere, devoted than the spiritually careless, inconsistent, undevoted person. So the power isn’t in the prayer, it’s in God! 
These people in Acts were nothing if not devoted! How devoted are you?

Now, before we finish it’s critical for us to look at what they actually prayed for, what they asked from God. 

· Perhaps we should simply look at what they DIDN’T ask – for the trouble to stop! They don’t seem shocked, surprised or even disappointed by this turn of events and amazingly they didn’t ask for it to end, or for their adversaries to burn! How different this is to so much or our praying for ourselves or others when bad things start to happen to us. Our first inclination is usually – ‘Take it away’ or ‘Get ‘em back for me Lord’!
How could they pray like that? Simply because of what we’ve just seen! They believed in the total sovereignty and rule of God, that he really was in control of all things (including the bad stuff), and that in it he was working for their good. Peter himself later wrote: ‘Dear friends, don’t be surprised at the fiery trials you are going through, as if something strange were happening to you. 13 Instead, be very glad—for these trials make you partners with Christ in his suffering, so that you will have the wonderful joy of seeing his glory when it is revealed to all the world.’ 1 Peter 4:12-14. He knew that Jesus had said his followers could expect the same sort of treatment that he’d had. So for them, trial and persecution wasn’t something to be avoided but was an occupational hazard that they simply needed help to get through. And – amazingly that is was a priv for them to suffer for Jesus sake! That’s a thing I think we really have little concept of. ‘Be very glad …’. Phil 1:29 - For you have been given not only the privilege of trusting in Christ but also the privilege of suffering for him.
Friends, where did idea that as Xians we should be somehow kept from trials, disappointments, problems, etc, ever come from? Where did it creep into the church? Far from being unexpected they will be the norm, and rather than simply praying for them to go away and not being happy until they do, let us realise afresh that God uses these very things, he gives them transforming power for our good. Rom 5:1-5 ‘Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ,2 through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. And we[b] boast in the hope of the glory of God. 3 Not only so, but we[c] also glory in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 4 perseverance, character; and character, hope. 5 And hope does not put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit, who has been given to us. 
· The thing they did ask for was boldness to continue with his work, not to be intimidated, and for him to give authenticating proofs of the power of Jesus. That’s not a bad prayer!
· And God was pleased to answer. Filled with the spirit – different to Pentecost first time, but same effect. (He works differently, but effects should always be the same)
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