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Now That’s Worth Asking For
Acts 4:23-31

In the quintessential way of the always adventurous Calvin and Hobbes, they have been diligently gulping down boxes of cereal in order to send off enough box tops to obtain the enviable helicopter beanie.  They finally have saved enough box tops to mail in their request.  Every day is an exercise in patience for Calvin as he eagerly anticipates the arrival of his coveted prize.  Each day he races to the mail box in expectation that today would be the day only to have his hopes dashed.  
After days of waiting in one particular scene Calvin is at school behind his desk with hands folded, and of all things praying.  “Please let my beanie come today.  I promise I won’t ever be bad again.  I’ll do whatever you want.  Please, please, please, please.  I’ll never ask another favor if today is the day.”  As the day ends and he dashes through the front door of home, he excitedly asks if his beanie came.  On hearing his mother respond that it had not yet come we see Calvin out on the front steps voicing a question to God – “what’s it take, huh?”
What are the things you prya for?  Have you ever felt like your prayers aren’t answered in the way or time you hoped or expected?  Have you ever felt like your prayers didn’t even get off the ground?  Have you ever wondered if God has even heard you?  Today we will see a prayer that God always answers and He answered it.
We last left Apostles Peter and John before the Sanhedrin.  They had spent a night in jail and were now brought to give an answer about the miracle that took place the day before.  They had gone to the Temple to pray and before entering they were solicited for a monetary contribution by a cripple who sat at the gate.  Peter told the guy they didn’t have what he wanted but he did have what he needed.  At a word of command by Peter the man stood up for the first time in his life.  For over 40 years he had never been able to walk let alone even stand and there he was doing both.  

A large crowd gathered because of what had happened and Peter preached another sermon giving praise to God and attributing the miracle to the power of the risen Christ whom they had crucified but God raised from the dead.  The commotion brought another group to investigate, a group who stood in objection to what was being preached and subsequently had Peter and John thrown into jail.  Scripture says they were really upset by what they were saying.  

The next day when the religious leaders chartered with the responsibility of upholding the religious law met to question the two men, they could not deny the miracle but gave them strict instructions not preach Jesus, the resurrection or even in the name of Jesus.  Peter and John were then released.
We noticed a difference in their demeanor in this occasion vs. the time at Jesus’ trial.  When questioned about his association with Jesus he denied he knew him.  In this instance there was no denial, but rather a daring boldness to proclaim Christ crucified and risen.  The difference is seen in what happened on the Day of Pentecost when the promised Holy Spirit came on them in power to boldly witness about the Savior.  
And so it is that we come to our passage today in Acts 4:23-31.  

If I sound like a broken record, it’s because I am in a sense.  If it sounds like stuff you’ve heard before, it is.  It’s a lesson that we must come back to time and again because it is important as foundational practice for every growing Christian.  Without it we lose essential power to live the Christian life in an ever increasingly hostile world.  Without it we lose connection to the power source.  It would be like disconnecting your car battery from your car or pulling the plug on the toaster.  

On Easter Sunday Robyn had put a ham in the oven to bake.  She turned all the knobs for it to come on automatically and we left for church.  When we got home there was the delightfully heavy aroma of ham cooking in its own juices.  Dinner was delicious.  A week or so passed and I was preparing dinner on an evening Robyn was working a little late.  The left oven of our 1950’s vintage stove didn’t come on.  Dinner was obviously and disappointedly delayed.  She called the repairman thinking it was a faulty element.  They couldn’t pull up our particular GM/Frigidaire model on their computer, but an old timer took the phone to talk with Robyn about the problem we were experiencing.  Try this.  Try this.  What about that?  Then bingo, it came on.  The knob had not been turned from auto back to manual.  The manual power source had been over ridden.  When it was reconnected it worked – I could now cook French fries and chicken nuggets.
Prayer is the link that connects us with the power source.  From Acts 4:23-31 let’s ponder these points today in relation to the prayer meeting that took place by this group of believers.

Their prayer was presented in unity.

Their prayer was pointed upward.

Their prayer was passionately urgent.

Their prayer was powerfully unleashed.

I. THEIR PRAYER WAS PRESENTED IN UNITY – v. 23- 24a

“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.”

Here’s the scene.  After their day in court Peter and John were let go.  They didn’t head for the hills, high tailing it out of Dodge, so to speak, in order to avoid another potential confrontation.  They didn’t run off to some other town to get a fresh start.  They didn’t head to the local Starbuck’s or Tim Horton’s for a cup of Joe to discuss their next move or talk about what a close call that was or maybe we should rethink this whole taking up their cross and following Jesus thing.  No.  They went to their own people.  Who are they?  We aren’t told for sure, but I rather suspect it’s to the other apostles and some of the other Christians.  I don’t think it was to all 5,000 or so believers noted back in verse 4.  
Peter and John returned to the group with whom they could feel safe.  I hope when something happens to you that is upsetting you have someone you can trust that you can talk to.  When that occurs for me, I go to Robyn and share the stuff that’s going on.  She does the same with me, too.  Peter and John didn’t go into hiding, they went back to their people, the one’s they could trust, the one’s they knew they could count on to pray about the situation with them.
It could be that this group had no idea what happened to Peter and John.  The day before Peter and John had perhaps told a few friends they were headed to the Temple to pray at the 3:00 prayer time.  Maybe they were expected at someone’s house around 6 for dinner, but never showed up.  We’re not even sure if they went out looking for Peter and John when they didn’t return to their homes.  You can begin to wonder what happened.  Curiosity turns into fear which turns into panic.  Maybe they did find out that Peter and John were spending the night in the pokey.  My belief is that they didn’t know what had happened to them as they had to give a report to the group:
“We spent the night in jail and stood before the Sanhedrin who were upset because we healed a cripple and preached that it was Jesus who healed him.  But it was worth it because a couple thousand more people got saved.”  

The response of the group gathered to hear the report given by Peter and John wasn’t one of desperation, nor was it one of fear.  Their response was to join together in prayer.  It was something they united in.  Remember in our previous study of Acts 2:42, that prayer was one of the foundational practices that the early church devoted themselves to.  They were dedicated or committed to the practice of prayer, praying together whether in the Temple or in people’s homes.  It was an activity of purpose that generated a certain amount of energy when they got together for the purpose of prayer.
Unity is defined as the state of being one, united, together, singleness.  They didn’t just pray together, they prayed about the same thing, with the same fervor, with the same intensity, with the same spirit, with the same desire or goal in mind.

From the insightful wisdom of King Solomon comes this sound advice instilling in us the principle that two are better than one because they have a good reward for their labor (Eccl. 4:9).  In Ecclesiastes 4:12 he concludes that a cord of three strands is not quickly or easily broken.  Applying that to prayer we conclude that joining together with others for the purpose of concerted prayer about a specific need or concern will be most powerful.  

The people of God must be given to prayer.  They were united in heart and mind.  When the church is not united in prayer, the church lacks spiritual power to accomplish anything significant for the Lord and His Kingdom.
When they heard the report from Peter and John their first thought was to pray.  

You have in your bulletin today a little insert.  Would you pull that out for a moment?  On the top of both sides you see the heading connecting with the family.  One side is for the purpose of updating any information about types of changes like name, address, phone, email.  The other side has a place for you to note some kind of decision you made today through God’s work in the service.  There is also a place for you to put a specific prayer request or praise response: either something you are asking the church family to pray about or something you are giving testimony that God has answered.  
You will notice just below that a couple of check boxes.  One indicates that this is a request you are asking the congregation at large to be praying about.  By checking the other box you are indicating that you only want the church staff/deacons to know and pray about.  

For the time being you can fill them out and give them to me or one of the Deacons on the way out.  Maybe in time we’ll get a box that you can just drop it in.

We’ll use these requests to update our prayer sheet from week to week.  Just as the apostles reported to the body what was going on, so this is our way of reporting to this fellowship items of prayer and praise. It is also my intention to begin sending out a document each week via email with the weekly prayer and praise items that come in from this insert.  If you would like to begin receiving such an update, make sure you give me your email address by filling out the information and don’t forget to put your name on it.

A second thing that I would like to see happen are more prayer groups.  I would like us to be more united and intentional in praying about specific things.  Currently there is a group meeting at 9:30 on Sunday morning for the purpose of praying for the church and for me that God would do some great things in us and through us.  You may want to start a group as well for the same purpose.  But I’ll tell you it takes commitment, it takes devotion, it takes time.  It might mean giving up a donut and a cup of coffee before Sunday School to participate.  It will take getting here at the designated time to unite in prayer with others.  Are you willing to commit to that kind of prayer meeting?  How important do we see prayer being to our church?  
There’s a third thing that I would like to see happen.  Some of you have heard of it.  Fewer of you have probably ever participated.  It’s called a prayer walk.  The essence of a prayer walk is to gather with one or two other people.  You designate a place to meet and you go walk and while you are walking you’re praying short, sentence kinds of prayers.  When I participated in Ann Arbor, we went specifically to housing areas that had a large population of students from foreign countries.

I’d like to see our prayer walks around the Hartland area in neighborhoods, around the various schools, around our church, around administration buildings, the fire hall, at apartment complexes.  If you can’t walk, drive around.  The essence of the prayer walk is to pray.  You pray for things like marriages, for children, for teens, for spiritual awakening.  You may pray using a specific verse of Scripture.  

James 5:16 reminds us that the fervent prayer of a righteous man is both powerful and effective.

In II Chronicles 7:14 God tells us that if His people will humble themselves and pray, seek His face and turn from their wicked way, then He will hear from heaven and heal their land.
Notice from both passages that essential to prayer being heard and answered is the righteous character of the one making the petition.  When difficulty arises how will we respond?  Will we be like the early church who resorted to prayer because they knew its power?

J. Vernon McGee has stated that the church is no longer a powerhouse because we lack powerful prayer.  Let’s help change that.
Their prayer was presented in unity.  We also see that their prayer was pointed upward.

II. THEIR PRAYER WAS POINTED UPWARD – v. 24b-28

In the first part of their prayer, they recognize the sovereignty of God.  The sovereignty of God isn’t so much an attribute of God as it is a prerogative of His meaning that it’s His by right or privilege.  Because He is God He is sovereign.  Even though things might be possible, they are only actual because He allowed them.  He is the absolute authority and nothing happens outside His will or determination to bring about good or to bring about His judgment.  Everything about His sovereignty or supremacy above everything or everyone else is brought into balance by His character or attributes.  His character of love and justice act in harmony with His sovereignty.  His grace and mercy act in cooperation with His sovereignty.  His forgiveness of some and condemnation of others act in complete agreement with His sovereignty.
In regard to what has occurred to Peter and John the band of praying people recognize that it was all a part of the hand of a sovereign God who holds all things together in His control.  Nothing happens outside the realm of His absolute authority over all things.
I Chronicles 29:11-13

In their prayer, they are acknowledging who God is.  We would be wise to remember that when we go to God in prayer, we duly remember that as well.  He is not someone that we approach haphazardly with little respect, demanding or expecting that He better hear us.  We are in no position to make such demands of God.  Let’s remember exactly who we are in relation to who God is.  
Now that said we should approach Him in faith with expectation that He can answer the request, the question is rather one of His will, because the second thing we note about how they address God is in reference to His power.  They acknowledge that He is the one who made heaven and earth, He is the creator.  His creative power brought all that we see in the universe from galaxy to galaxy into existence.  

Jeremiah 32:17

Their prayer was addressed to the only one who could make things happen.  He has awesome power.

Now I want you to understand as well the intention behind their use of the word “LORD”.  It is the Greek word from which we get our English word despot.  We often associate a negative connotation to the word thinking of someone who is a tyrant and cares nothing for the people who are subservient to him.  Generally speaking, a despot is a ruler who exercises absolute power, either benevolently or abusively.  Depending on the character of the despot one can determine if he is good or bad.  In this case, they recognize God is good.
Something that is essential to prayer is utilized in their approaching God.  They quote Scripture.  Prayer and God’s Word go hand in hand.  Prayer based on the Word of God is a prayer God hears and answers.  John 15:7 notes that “If you abide in Me and My words abide in you, you will ask what you will and it will done unto you.”  

Here, they quote from Psalm 2 which is a Psalm about the Messiah.  Notice how they correlate the passage to their current circumstances.
The nations in Psalm 2 equate to the Gentiles.

Peoples refer to Israel.

Kings is a reference to Herod.

Rulers speak of Pontius Pilate.

As they pray about the sovereignty of God and His awesome power they pray recognizing that many have defiantly attempted to stand up against the Lord, but to no avail.  They strut their stuff vainly.  They acknowledge that nothing will alter the plans or change the course of God to bring about His will.  No plans of man will ever prevail over the preordained purpose of God.  They did not act according to their own mischievous plans but as verse 28 notes they acted just as God had planned for His purpose.   He determined the course and the outcome.
When we pray in unity with one another, we better know who it is we are praying to.  Like their prayer, let our fervent prayers be pointed upward to God who is sovereign and all powerful.  
From James 4:3 we learn that we do not have what we ask for because we ask with the wrong motives.  Our motives, he concludes, are for our own selfish pleasure.  I wonder if an element of wrong motives includes not fully acknowledging who God is when we pray.  Their prayer pointed upward.

Their prayer was also passionately urgent.

III. THEIR PRAYER WAS PASSIONATELY URGENT – v. 29-30

We come to understand something as being urgent when it requires haste or immediate action or attention.  Do it now.  The person is insistent.  The need is pressing.  

You burn your hand, it’s urgent that you get it looked at immediately.  

Your car engine catches on fire while you’re driving down the road, it’s urgent that you stop and get out.
Your son is riding his little scooter toward the busy road, you need to jump into immediate action.
Notice in this request the things you might expect to be in the prayer but are absent.  They didn’t pray God would in turn judge the religious leaders for their wrongful accusations against the apostles.  We sometimes read that in the Psalms.  David prays that the Lord will rise up in his defense and attack those that are against him.  Contend for me Lord, vindicate me.  Go get them God.  They didn’t pray that God would strike them down.
They didn’t pray that God would remove them from the circumstances.  “Lord, let it stop.”

They didn’t even pray that God would remove those who stood in opposition from office.  “Put someone else in there that’s going to be on our side Lord.”  There has been an email going around and I’ll admit it’s cute and perhaps an accurate prayer that should be uttered.  It’s based on Psalm 109:8 and says “may his days be few, and may his place of leadership be taken over by someone else.”
They don’t pray for anything negative about those who opposed the apostles or who ultimately opposed God Himself.  
“Now, Lord, consider their threats and zap them, have the same thing happen to them – the old eye for an eye thing.”
“Now, Lord, consider their threats and remove them from office.”

“Now, Lord, consider their threats and get us out of this mess.”

Notice their prayer.

“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.”

Note the two requests mentioned and how they hope to have them answered.
“Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness through the name of your holy servant Jesus.”
“Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to perform miraculous signs and wonders through the name of your holy servant Jesus.”

They are looking to the power of the Lord.  What a remarkable prayer.  We’re told not to curse those who curse us but to pray for those who curse us and spitefully use us.  It’s like they were finally acknowledging what Jesus said that in this world you’re going to have persecution, so in your persecution boldly preach Jesus.  They recognized God’s sovereignty, they recognized they were facing opposition, and because God in His sovereignty was allowing the opposition, they asked for boldness not to buckle under persecution.  They prayed for supernatural power to perform miraculous acts that would substantiate an answer of their prayer for boldness.  They were asking that they might live according to the brave words they just spoke to the religious counsel of the Sanhedrin. “We said we weren’t going to stop speaking in your name or about your name so give us the strength and fortitude to keep our word.”
Ever made a promise to God about sharing your faith?  How is it going?  Jesus told the disciples just before He left that when the Holy Spirit came He would empower them to be witnesses.  How many of you who are saved today, right now, do not have the Holy Spirit?  Not a one of you.  If you are saved, you have the Spirit living in you and if you have the promised Spirit in you, then you have the power to proclaim the name of Christ.  Jesus told the disciples earlier not to be afraid of standing before rulers on account of Him, because the Holy Spirit would give them the words to say.

Their request was urgent because they firmly believed Jesus would be returning anytime soon.  Have we lost the sense of the immediacy about His return?  With that loss of immediacy have we also then lost the sense of urgency that comes with it?  We seem to forget that when a person dies without Christ, that’s it too late, they are lost for eternity and will never have the hope of salvation, they will never be redeemed from the pit of hell.
I was recently talking with someone who was sharing about a terrible family situation that has brought division between their father and his adult children.  One brother commented that their Dad was going to be sent to the lake of fire for what he has done even though the Dad claims to be a Christian.  The person relating the story responded to that comment by noting that anyone who didn’t have Jesus as Savior would be sent there.  

In our united effort of prayer, let us pray for a holy boldness to proclaim the name of Christ.  They did not pray for changed circumstances or ousted leadership, they prayed for boldness.  The world’s opposition should not stop us from our witness.

Warren Wiersbe makes this very difficult but astute observation about prayer.  “Too often today, believers gather for prayer as though attending a concert or a party.  There is little sense of urgency or danger because most of us are comfortable in our Christian walk.  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.”

Our prayers ought to be filled with the needs of the unsaved to repent and turn to Christ.  We must pray as they did with a passionate urgency.  
Finally, their prayer was powerfully unleashed.

IV. THEIR PRAYER WAS POWERFULLY UNLEASHED – v. 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.”

God didn’t wait to answer their prayer and what an answer it was.  It was immediate.  This was not another Pentecost.  The Spirit had already been given to them.  This was a fresh filling of the Spirit to empower them to do what they asked.  Romans 8:26 tells us that the Spirit intercedes on our behalf before God according to the will of God.  The will of God is for you and me to be witnesses and when we pray for that according to His will, He will empower us to accomplish His will.  

Again quoting from Warren Wiersbe “Prayer is not an escape from our responsibility; it is our response to God’s ability.  True prayer energizes us for service and battle.”

In answer to their urgent prayer, God’s response was to shake the place.  It was an immediate sign to them that their prayer had been heard and that same power would unleash in them a boldness to proclaim the good news of salvation through the resurrected Christ.  It was a boldness about Christ they would not deny even in the face of death.

We as a church can pray about a lot of things.  We can pray for healthy marriages and physical healings.  We can pray for financial stability and gainful employment.  We pray for our missionaries and we are commanded to pray for one another and those of our government who lead us.  We have been instructed not to worry and in place of fear, we are told to pray, bringing whatever those concerns are that otherwise trouble our heart, but if we really want to touch the heart of God and pray for something that we know is definitely His will, pray for the boldness to urgently speak out for Christ and then watch how the power of God through the Holy Spirit is unleashed in you.
R.A. Torrey has been quoted as saying: “pray for great things, expect great things, work for great things – but above all, pray.”

I would wonder if today you would join me in desiring prayer that is presented in unity; in prayer that is pointed upward, in praying for that kind of boldness that is passionately urgent and then seeing the power of that prayer unleashed.  Stand with me if that is your desire and decision today.  Raise your hand if you are unable to stand.

Let’s have everyone stand as we close in prayer. 

