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It’s a God Thing – Part 4
Acts 2:42-47

Find your way again to the book of Acts where we have been camped in chapter 2, verses 42-47.  We have for the past couple of weeks taken a look at this passage with the view of understanding how wonderfully God worked through the Holy Spirit to begin this new chapter in history that we in Christian circles come to know as the Church age.
We pondered for a week about how this early church was a wondering church.  They were devoted to the Word of God.  They loved hearing it taught and they applied what they learned.  To be devoted to something isn’t just to have a great admiration for it, but to put some action to it.

A week later we looked at the passage from the standpoint of the church being a walking church.  It involved their fellowship with one another.  Their conduct changed so that others took notice and it brought about fellowship.  As they were taught from God’s Word and began to understand who God was and what His expectations were for them, they grew in relationship to Him and also saw their responsibility to one another.  John would say that our love for God will be seen in our love for others. There was an unprecedented unity in their group.  That unity was brought about because of Christ in them.  Be in fellowship not just do fellowship.
Their being in fellowship with God resulted in being in fellowship with others.  We talked about how if we are out of fellowship in either area, we won’t be in fellowship in the other area either. Their being in fellowship resulted in doing or having fellowship.  They enjoyed hanging out together each day.
I recently read that this “glorious Church of Jesus Christ is so much more than simply a nice place to go on Sunday morning.  The Church is the family of God, the body of Jesus Christ, and the temple of the Holy Spirit.”  Just as my fingers are attached to my hand to my wrist to my arm to my shoulder to my body, so we are attached to one another in one body.  We’re all connected.

Last week we began to see that the church was a worshipping church.  True worship results from true fellowship.  When we are rightly aligned with God and each other, our worship is pleasing to the Lord.  When we take time before communion to examine our life and confess sin it restores fellowship and so we can properly come before the Lord through communion.  

Then last week we took a look at one of the elements of their fellowship.  It was taking communion together.  They would gather together in people’s homes and enjoy a meal together called a love feast and then they would end their time with a little worship service by taking communion.  Communion doesn’t have to take place just on Sunday.

Self-examination during communion helps the church remain pure through a time of purging from sin.  It’s a reminder of what Christ has done to forgive me of what I have done.  Communion enhances both our fellowship and our worship. Remember that through all this time of spiritual and numeric growth that the church acted and reacted with glad and generous hearts, sharing in the needs of others.

Today we want to take a look at another element of their worship.  We read about it in verse 42.  Let’s read the whole section from 42-47.

How else did they worship according to this passage?  What else was included in their time of fellowship?  They worshipped through prayer.  Do you consider your prayer time as worship?  Do you consider your prayer time as fellowship? It is. When we come into His presence we are conversing with the Holy and living God.  It’s a time of worship.  
A little boy was praying at the dinner table so quietly that his sister complained that she couldn’t hear him.  He responded by saying that he wasn’t praying to her.

We need to remember just who it is we are praying to – the living God, the One who created and sustains the universe.

I can’t emphasize enough how essential the activity of joint prayer are for the unity of a fellowship.  Our prayers and the depth of those prayers for one another is the barometer of our spiritual health as a church.  These early believers met together regularly to pray.  They were devoted to praying with one another and for one another.
My parents have been a model for us of praying together.  Each night they pray together about people and needs.  Every Friday since his retirement from Camp, as schedules permit, Dad goes in to Camp to pray with the Director.  They pray for the staff and for the speakers and for the kids.  My Dad doesn’t know you, but when you have gone up to Barakel he has prayed for you that God would do a great work while you’re at Camp.  For probably 25 years my Dad has had the habit that when we are ready to head out the door, we all gather around, hold hands and he prays for us.  My Dad is devoted to pray and to pray with others and with others.
We’re trying to pass on the importance of prayer as we teach David about it.  Since he first started going to day care, when I would drop him off I would pray over him and then when old enough I would pray with him.  At school they say their prayers for lunch time.  Apparently he has begun praying for his snacks, too.  The other day just before I arrived to pick him up they had been given their afternoon snack.  He wasn’t prompted by the teacher to pray, but he bowed his head to give thanks.  No other children bowed to join him, but there he was, as he explained it to me, beginning to pray that simple little prayer we teach them.  

God our Father, God our Father.  

We thank you, we thank you.

For our many blessings, for our many blessings.

Amen, amen.

It’s one they have said a hundred times or more and instead of joining him, he became upset and tearful because a classmate made fun of him for praying.

These believers were devoted to praying.  I hope you are. The word prayer as it is used here is a general word for prayer.  It’s the Greek word most often used in the New Testament for prayer.  This type of prayer is properly addressed to God the Father.  In the Sermon on the Mount as Jesus gave instruction about prayer He said that we should go into our closet and pray to the Father.  
This kind of prayer is also offered to Jesus, the Son.  When Stephen was being stoned he addresses Jesus to receive his spirit. Acts 7:59
But nowhere in Scripture do we pray to the Holy Spirit.  While the Father and the Son are in heaven, the Holy Spirit is with us and He is the intercessor on our behalf before the Father.  Romans 8:26-27
Prayer is an acknowledgment of our own humility recognizing that we address our Lord and Master with thanksgivings for who He is and what He has done as well as what He is able to do.  We acknowledge our own inadequacy in a matter seeking out, petitioning the only one who is able to do what we ask, if it is His will and good pleasure. 

Prayer is conversing with God.  But while we say that prayer is easy, just talking conversationally with God, it is work.  It is also remembering that we come into the presence of the living and Holy God.  
We are given no indication from this passage about how they prayed or what they prayed for.  I think this is intentional.  I think Luke, given to detail in most other cases, leaves it open to show us that there is a sense of freedom when we pray, there’s freedom in where or how or when or why or what we pray for.  We don’t have to follow some script or formula when we pray.
Jesus gave us a model in Luke 11.  We call it the Lord’s Prayer, but really the Lord’s prayer is in John 17 where He prays for the disciples and really all the church which includes you and me.  He prays that we might remain in Him and stand in unity with one another.  But while in Luke 11 He provides some very general elements to include in our prayers, we find that Jesus really had an underlying principle to convey to them.  Jesus had been praying as He was accustomed to doing.  We don’t know if it was audible or not, but the disciples had been paying attention – on this and all the previous occasions when they were together.  They had been observing Jesus in His prayer time with the Father.  
The other Sunday Robyn peeked into David’s class when they were just finishing with prayer.  (It was one of those rare occasions when the adults finished before the kids.)  There was David with his head bowed and his hands folded up to his face while Mrs. Ealy prayed.  His friend Gabe was there watching him.  The disciples were watching Jesus pray and when He finished they gathered around Him and said, “Lord, teach us to pray.”  And so He taught them.
“Our Father who art in heaven,

Hallowed be Thy name,

Your kingdom come,

Your will be done,

On earth as it is in heaven.

Give us this day our daily bread.

Forgive us our trespasses,

As we forgive those who trespass against us.

And lead us not into temptation,

But deliver us from evil.”
Then Jesus launched into a teachable moment.  He told a fictitious story with a lesson.  Suppose you have a friend, Jesus went on to say, and this friend came to you late at night and asked for some pizza because an out of town friend had just arrived and needed food and lodging for the night and there wasn’t anything to give him.  They didn’t have 24 hour convenience stores back then.  So he comes to you with his need.  But you tell this friend (at least he is for the moment) that it’s late and you’re already in bed, the kids are in bed and the door is locked.  In a sense, go away, and come again tomorrow when decent people pay a visit.  Jesus went on to explain that you will get up and give your friend the pizza he asked for not because you are friends, although that may be part of the equation.  Instead your friend will get what he asked for because he was persistent in the asking.  Now Jesus isn’t telling us that the more we ask, the more likely we are to get it.  He’s indicating that we need to keep at it.  
The principle Jesus is giving to His disciples in answer to their request for being taught how to pray is not just a model of things to pray for, but more importantly the principle of persistence.  
I. PRAYER MUST BE PERSISTENT

Remember that “P”.  Persistence is a refusal to give up, especially when faced with opposition, to prevail, to have tenacity.  Have you ever been persistent with God in prayer about something?  If you are devoted to it you will.
I believe that this early church was persistent in prayer.  They prevailed in prayer.  They stuck with it.  They didn’t give up and they prayed persistently with one another and for one another.  Let’s imagine some of the things they prayed about.
They prayed for Aunt Sarah’s health.

They prayed for Cousin John’s fishing business.

They prayed for Peter’s unsaved neighbors.

They prayed for Mark’s mortgage.
They prayed for spiritual growth.

They prayed for one another.
They prayed for Jesus’ return.
We find persistence in I Thessalonians 5:17 “Pray without ceasing.” 

We find persistence in Philippians 4:6-7 where we are told that instead of being anxious about anything we should pray about everything with thanksgiving so that the peace of God will rest on us.  

“Praying always with all prayers.” Ephesians 6:18

What are you praying about with persistence?

What worries do you have that need to be brought to the body, this congregation so that together we can pray with you over those things?  If we don’t know, we can’t pray.  If we don’t pray, we can’t persistently petition a loving and all powerful God on your behalf for that need or request.
John MacArthur writes that “prayer is the slender nerve that moves the muscle of omnipotence.”

Prayer should be persistent.  Prayer should be petitioning God until He either gives a yes, a no, a wait (not now) or my grace is sufficient for you.
After giving birth to a little boy, a mother heard her 6 year old daughter whining about another little brother when she had prayed for a sister.  Her 4 year old brother gave a little victorious rub when he said he had prayed harder for another brother.

Prayer at the Korean Myong-Song Presb. Church begins at 4a.m. with another prayer service at 5a.m. and another at 6a.m.  At each service 4,000 believers gather to pray – every morning.  Why is the church in Korea growing?  Persistent prayer.
Let’s take after the example of the early church getting together to bear one another’s burdens and pray for one another.  Prayer should be persistent.
Prayer should also be pleasing.  
II. PRAYER MUST BE PLEASING

I think this is another one of the reasons the church grew spiritually and numerically.  God was pleased with their prayers.  
Hebrews 11:5-6 “By faith Enoch was taken from this life, so that he did not experience death; he could not be found, because God had taken him away.  For before he was taken, he was commended as one who pleased God, because anyone who comes to Him must believe that He exists and that he rewards those who earnestly seek Him.”
God delights in answering the prayers of His people.  Psalm 37:4 “Delight yourself in the Lord and He will give you the desires of your heart.”  When we delight in the Lord our desires become His desires or better said is that when we delight in the Lord His desires become our desires and we please God when we ask for things according to His will that pleases Him.
So, here is Enoch.  He delighted in God.  God delighted in Him.  Enoch sought God out and they would talk daily.  It was a regular habit.  Prayer that is pleasing to God is the prayer of faith.  Faith has to be evident in our prayer for God to be pleased.  Faith believes that God exists and that God is able to answer or provide what we are praying about because He is the God of the impossible.  Are our prayers then, a pleasing prayer of faith?
Faith is what pleases God.  Nothing else.  You might say that obedience to God’s Word pleases God and that is true, but isn’t obedience spawned from our faith?  Don’t we act on what we believe the Bible teaches us about God?  Nothing else pleases God.  

Church attendance doesn’t please God, although I believe it makes Him glad to see that we gather with other believers to worship Him.  I suspect that is even by faith.

Giving to the work of the church doesn’t please Him, although I believe that it makes Him glad when we give to help with His work and the needs of His people.  Our giving is by faith, too.

According to Galatians 3:28-29 not even where we were born or even the family we were born into pleases God.

Faith pleases God and so the prayer of faith pleases God.  Are our prayers pleasing to God?  Is our faith evident?  
Prayer must be persistent.  Pray all the time.
Prayer must be pleasing.  Pray in faith.
Prayer must be persevering.  Pray with much effort.
III. PRAYER MUST BE PERSEVERING

Take Elijah for example.  James 5:16-18 is the short version of what happened in I Kings 17 when he prayed that it wouldn’t rain until he prayed again.

Ahab was the wicked king reigning over Israel along with his wife Jezebel.  They continued to engage the people in Baal worship and further instituted some horrendous idol worship.  One day Elijah facing Ahab told him that God would withhold the rains for several years.  Elijah’s faith believed that God would do what He said and then would also provide for him during this time.  It was then that God led him to the brook Kerith where he was sustained with water from the brook and fed by the ravens.  They ravens brought him bread and meat twice a day.  When the brook eventually dried up from the famine in the land, the Lord led him to Zerephath where a widow provided for him because God did not let the jar of oil or flour empty.  Elijah’s faith pleased God because Elijah earnestly sought him.  And according to Hebrews 11, his faith that pleased God was rewarded by God giving him what he needed.
Here’s the thing form what James writes: if the effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man can have a great affect availing much because it pleases God, think about what the effectual fervent prayer of a righteous congregation can avail when their prayers are pleasing to God.  The prayer of a righteous man is powerful.  
We see then that much effort must be given to prayer.  In spite of opposition or hardship or difficulty, we stick with it.  Praying takes time.  Pryaing takes focus.  Praying takes energy.  Praying takes away from other things we could be doing, but we must persevere in prayer.  The word fervent speaks of being intensely devoted, being hot in pursuit.  Perseverance also includes patience.  We keep after it.  
When we pray about something do we keep on praying or do we give up or forget after a few days or weeks.  These early believers were fervent in their prayers meeting daily.

I cannot say it any better than E.M. Bounds.  “Prayer, without fervor, stakes nothing on the issue, because it has nothing to stake.  It comes with empty hands.  Hands, too, which are listless, as well as empty, which have never learned the lesson of clinging to the cross.  Fervorless prayer has no heart in it; it is an empty thing, an unfit vessel.  Heart, soul, and life, must find place in all real praying.  Heaven must be made to feel the force of this crying unto God.  

Paul was a notable example of the man who possessed a fervent spirit of prayer.  His petitioning was all-consuming, centered immovably upon the object of his desire, and the God who was able to meet it.

Prayers must be red hot.

Our Lord warns us against feeble praying.  ‘Men ought always to pray and not to faint.’  That means, that we are to possess sufficient fervency to carry us through the severe and long periods of pleading prayer.”
Are our prayers as a congregation with fervency?  Are we persevering in them with others, petitioning an Almighty God for what moves Him?  Do we come in faith believing that God can?

Finally, let’s consider that prayer must be purifying.

IV. PRAYER MUST BE PURIFYING

I believe that one of the reasons the early church was so united and together in fellowship was because they desired to be a holy people.  
Psalm 139:23-24

James 5:13-16

Sin that is not confessed has a way of seeping through and affecting the rest of the body.  Let gangrene go untreated and it will permeate the rest of the body.  Israel found that out after the smashing victory at Jericho when God delivered the city into their hands, but they found defeat at Ai. 

Joshua 7:1-15

We must take the time to confess our sin before God and if we have sinned against someone we need to confess it before them.  Who knows if the reason for stagnation in the church today is because of sin?  We need to confess sin and become a holy church because sin is a gangrenous disease that will affect fellowship with the Lord and with each other.  
Psalm 66:18 “If I regard iniquity (sin) in my heart the Lord will not hear me.”  Prayer of confession brings purification.
Genuine fellowship among believers helps maintain accountability creating transparency and spiritual growth as iron sharpens iron.  

Prayer is a discipline in the body of Christ that must be maintained personally and corporately.  We should have our private prayer time where we meet individually with God, but our passage shares an important principle that we need to pray with each other and for each other.  The early church was devoted to prayer with each other as they met.  Are we taking time to purify ourselves when we pray or as we pray for one another?

One Sunday morning a family wrestled with their little 4 year old boy who was acting up during the service.  No matter what they did, the child seemed to be winning.  Finally, with a sense of urgency the father picked up the child to take him out of the sanctuary to which the child hollered to the congregation “Pray for me, pray for me!”

It may be something very troubling to your soul and you need the church body to pray for you.  You may not be able to share the details right now but you want the congregation to know that you need prayer.

It may be some relationship that needs mending – parents with kids or kids with parents or siblings with siblings.  It might be a relationship at work or with someone in your extended family.

It may be a real burden of finances or related to your job.

It may be a sin that you are struggling to conquer.

We all have things that we would like the congregation to pray for.  As we close our service today I would like to end by asking those who have a prayer need to come forward here to the altar and stand before the Lord.

Will you come to the altar for prayer?
Now, following the example of the early church, is there anyone who would come along side these and stand with them in prayer?  

Let us come boldly on behalf of one another into the presence of Almighty God, confidently bringing these needs to Him.  Hebrews tells us that when we do so we will “receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.”  Hebrews 4:15-16

“After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken.  And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word boldly.”  Acts 4:31

Let’s watch the power of the Holy Spirit work.
