
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #8

“Praying when Persecuted”

Acts 4:23-31

What is prayer?

Prayer is one of the first activities taught to a new Christian. “Read your Bible and pray” is an axiom I have heard since childhood. But what is prayer? 

Many Christians would probably say, “Prayer is asking things from God.” But surely prayer is much more than merely “getting God to run our errands for us,” as someone puts it. It is a higher thing than the beggar knocking at the rich man’s door.
 Perhaps it would be better to say that prayer is asking God to accomplish His will.
 

A number of years ago, a book was published anonymously in England entitled The Kneeling Christian. In its opening pages we read,

When we lift up our souls to God in prayer it gives God an opportunity to do what He will in us and with us. It is putting ourselves at God’s disposal. God is always on our side. When man prays, it is God’s opportunity. Prayer, then, is certainly not persuading God to do what we want God to do. It is not bending the will of a reluctant God to our will. It does not change His purpose, although it may release His power. “We must not conceive of prayer as overcoming God’s reluctance,” says Archbishop Trench, “but as laying hold of His highest willingness.”

We see an example of that in our text this morning. Last week we considered Acts 4:1-22 as Peter and John were arrested and threatened for preaching in the name of Jesus. Before the Sanhedrin, the two apostles boldly stood their ground against such bullying. Let’s pick up what happened next beginning in verse 23,

On their release, Peter and John went back to their own people and reported all that the chief priests and elders had said to them. When they heard this, they raised their voices together in prayer to God. 

Peter and John were pioneers, but they weren’t lone rangers. They didn’t deny their need for their community. They recognized the reason God gave His people one another, and they made a beeline for their brothers and sisters in Christ.

And notice what they did not do: They did not picket the council. They did not write nasty letters to their leaders. No, they turned to the living God in prayer. In the Book of the Acts, prayer is mentioned at least thirty times, and one of the truly great prayers in the Bible is in Acts 4:24-30.

Turning to God in prayer is not unusual in times like this. Effective prayers often result from desperate circumstances.
 I dare say most of us would pray when confronted with such a threat. What may surprise us, though, is not that they prayed but what they prayed. Let’s read their prayer beginning in verse 24,

“Sovereign Lord,” they said, “you made the heaven and the earth and the sea, and everything in them. You spoke by the Holy Spirit through the mouth of your servant, our father David: ‘Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot in vain? The kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the Lord and against his Anointed One.’ Indeed Herod and Pontius Pilate met together with the Gentiles and the people of Israel in this city to conspire against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed. They did what your power and will had decided beforehand should happen. Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness. Stretch out your hand to heal and perform miraculous signs and wonders through the name of your holy servant Jesus.” 

We can learn practical lessons from this passage on praying when persecuted.

Their Prayer Had a Proper Foundation

First, their prayer had a proper foundation. The opening words of the prayer are “Sovereign Lord.” We often address God as “Lord” in our prayers, but this was not the usual term used in the New Testament. In this case, the Greek word is not kyrios, but despotes. We derive our word “despot” from this, but the proper translation is “owner” or “master,” one who owns a property either by inheritance or by purchase and therefore has the right to do whatever he desires with that land or anything on it.
 It is used thirteen times of God in the Greek translation of the Old Testament; the title is linked with God’s activity in creation and it is used in prayer. In the New Testament the title is used of God (Luke 2:29; Rev. 6:10 [both times in prayer]) and of Christ (2 Pet. 2:1; Jude 4).
 Hemmed in on all sides they turned to God as the One with unlimited power and authority.
 The Sanhedrin might utter warnings, threats and prohibitions, and try to silence the church, but their authority was subject to a higher authority still.

They started their prayer with God. If we find ourselves in a comparable situation of stress or peril, our tendency is impulsively to start not with God but with ourselves—calling God’s attention to our predicament and pleading for protection and safety. That, however, has all the marks of self-centeredness, not God-centeredness.

Henry and Richard Blackaby observe in their book, Hearing God’s Voice,

The single greatest reason to pray is to take the focus away from us and turn it to God. As our lives are swallowed up in the problems and details of living in this world, we often become overwhelmed. We are finite, weak creatures. It is quite possible to exhaust our limited strength and knowledge. What we need is proper perspective. God gives this to us when he draws our minds away from our needs and toward his holiness. We are not the center of the universe; God is. God is not our creation, existing to serve us. We are his creation. We exist to serve him. God may choose to bless us continually and protect us from harm, but he is not obligated to do so. On the contrary, we may choose to dishonor God, but our obligation is to bring him glory. Prayer is the process by which God helps us rearrange our priorities.

When we do this, the vertical perspective invariably reduces the horizontal, which otherwise can be so frightening, to its true dimension.
 Too often our praying centers on ourselves and our wishes when it ought to focus on God and His will. They were not looking at themselves or at their circumstances. They were looking at God.

The prayer continues with a quotation from Psalm 146:6, “You made the heaven and the earth and the sea, and everything in them.” Affirming God as Creator carries with it an acknowledgment of His supreme authority to rule His creation and His supreme power to control what He has made.
 The psalm contrasts the inability of human rulers with the power of God as creator of the universe.
 The God who created everything is the God who can take care of everything. They believed in God’s power.

Then they quote from Psalm 2, “You spoke by the Holy Spirit through the mouth of your servant, our father David: ‘Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot in vain? The kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the Lord and against his Anointed One.’” What are they doing here? They turned the Word of God into prayer.
 They took the David’s prayer and applied it to their own situation. Scripture can be a guide to our praying. The Psalms provide a bountiful source for such prayer.
 Then they applied it to their own situation, reminding themselves that what God did in the days of the Psalmist, what He did in the case of Jesus’ death, He could now do in their present crisis.
 I have often spoke of preaching with a newspaper in one hand and a Bible in the other. We can do the same with prayer!

Something else happened by praying the words of Scripture. By reciting the opening verses of Psalm 2 they assured themselves that their predicament was far from unique.
 We tend to think that our problems are far worse than anybody has ever experienced. When we turn to the Word of God, however, we discover that others have faced far greater challenges than we are, and they overcame them!

And they did so by believing in God’s power, by relying on God’s Word and by yielding to God’s will. They didn’t try to overthrow the government. They didn’t go and speak disrespectfully to those in places of authority. No, they prayed to the highest authority in the universe. They came to the throne of grace and said, “Lord, You are God.” You don’t hear much praying like that today. When something happens in the city council, the state government or the federal government that upsets the church, many Christians try every other means except prayer to get things changed. It isn’t wrong for Christians to be involved in government, nor is it wrong for us to campaign for good laws. But it is wrong for us to trust the government instead of God. It is wrong for us to put our faith even in Christian politicians instead of in Christ, who is King of kings and Lord of lords.
 Their prayer had a proper foundation in the Word and the will of God.

Their Prayer Had a Proper Fervency 

Second, their prayer had a proper fervency. To see this, we need to read between the lines a bit. This summer our Thursday night home Bible study went through a number of the Psalms, and I would always ask, “What is the tone of this Psalm? What are the feelings and emotions expressed by the author?” I believe we can ask the same question here: what is the tone of their prayer?

There is no panic in their voices. No angry outbursts. No fearful whining. As Philip Hughes puts it,

Appearances at the human level no longer deceived them; for they now understood not only that God overrules even the most vicious deeds of sinful people but also that the cross fitted into his predetermined plan of salvation. In the light of this knowledge, the Apostles’ predicament paled into insignificance. God was in full control. There was no reason for them to be intimidated by creaturely displeasure and threats of violence.

Prayer has a wonderful way of calming our nerves and putting everything into perspective. We read in Philippians 4:6-7,

Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 

I have heard each of those verses quoted separately, but they really belong together. I like the way the New Living Translation puts it,

Don’t worry about anything; instead, pray about everything. Tell God what you need, and thank him for all he has done. Then you will experience God’s peace, which exceeds anything we can understand. His peace will guard your hearts and minds as you live in Christ Jesus.

This does not mean that we skip through life without a care in the world. There needs to be a fervency, a passion, a zeal about our praying. Too often today, believers gather for prayer as though attending a concert or a party. There is little sense of urgency and danger because most of us are comfortable in our Christian walk. Maybe if more of God’s people were witnessing for Christ in daily life, there would be more urgency and blessing when the church meets for prayer.

Their Prayer Had a Proper Focus 

Thirdly, their prayer had a proper focus. We’ve already noted that their prayer began with God, and specifically God’s sovereignty. They viewed Him as the God of creation, who made the heaven and the earth and the sea, and everything in them; as the God of revelation, who spoke by the Holy Spirit through the mouth of David, and as the God of history, who had caused even His enemies (Herod and Pilate, Gentiles and Jews) to do what His power and will had decided beforehand should happen.

Notice what they asked for from God: “Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness.” They didn’t ask that the threat be taken away. They didn’t ask that the evil authorities be replaced or obliterated. They did not ask for protection; they asked for power.
 They knew that Jesus’ way to victory had been the way of the cross, and His challenge to them was to take up their cross and to follow Him. They do not plead for relief but for the courage to fulfill the ministry of the Good News that had been entrusted to them.

So often we ask God to remove the difficulties from our lives instead of asking for the power to endure them. We act as though these verses are not in the Bible:

· Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance (James 1:2-3).

· “Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you” (Matthew 5:11-12). 

· “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).

· “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first” (John 15:18).

We are practically guaranteed problems in this life as Christians! Why, then, do we spend the vast majority of our prayers asking for them to be removed? Yes, Paul prayed three times that his “thorn in the flesh” be taken away, but God said, “No.” And Paul was able to rejoice in the face of adversity, not only because he had been taken out of it.

“Do not pray for easy lives,” wrote Phillips Brooks. “Pray to be stronger men and women. Do not pray for tasks equal to your powers. Pray for powers equal to your tasks.” That is the way the early Christians prayed, and that is the way God’s people should pray today.

The focus of our prayers ought to be on God and His will. The Word of God and prayer must always go together. In His Word, God speaks to us and tells us what He wants to do. In prayer, we speak to Him and make ourselves available to accomplish His will. True prayer is not telling God what to do, but asking God to do His will in us and through us. It means getting God’s will done on earth, not man’s will done in heaven.
 If we really mean it when we pray, “Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven,” that means that we will be put in the heat of battle.

Consider the result of the prayer, as recorded in verse 31, “After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly.” That doesn’t happen much in our prayer meetings today. Sometimes you have to shake the people to wake them up when prayer meeting is over! They received a new infusion of power. This was not a second Pentecost. There is one baptism, but there are many fillings. They didn’t have more money, more education, more prestige or easier circumstances, but they had a new infusion of power from God.

I’m no electrician, but I do know this: If you want something electrical to run, it needs to be connected to a power source. It’s amazing how much better something operates after you plug it in!

The same is true for us as Christians. There is no power in prayer as an action, but prayer is like the cord that connects us to the Holy Spirit, Who is the source of spiritual power. Through prayer we “plug into” His purposes, plans, and power. Our prayers need to be on a foundation of Scriptural truth, fervent in spirit, and focused on God and His will, not us and our wants. If we commit ourselves to this path, we will be amazed at what God will do through us!
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