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Pray 

!
Text: Acts 4:1-31 [Karen S. reads] 
1 And as they were speaking to the people, the priests and the captain of the temple 
and the Sadducees came upon them, 2 greatly annoyed because they were teaching 
the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection from the dead. 3 And they 
arrested them and put them in custody until the next day, for it was already evening.

4 But many of those who had heard the word believed, and the number of the men 
came to about five thousand. 5 On the next day their rulers and elders and scribes 
gathered together in Jerusalem, 6 with Annas the high priest and Caiaphas and John 
and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly family. 7 And when they had set 
them in the midst, they inquired, "By what power or by what name did you do this?" 

8 Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, "Rulers of the people and elders,

9 if we are being examined today concerning a good deed done to a crippled man, by 
what means this man has been healed, 10 let it be known to all of you and to all the 
people of Israel that by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, 
whom God raised from the dead-by him this man is standing before you well. 11 This 
Jesus is the stone that was rejected by you, the builders, which has become the 
cornerstone. 12 And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under 
heaven given among men by which we must be saved." 13 Now when they saw the 
boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they were uneducated, common men, 
they were astonished. And they recognized that they had been with Jesus. 14 But 
seeing the man who was healed standing beside them, they had nothing to say in 
opposition. 15 But when they had commanded them to leave the council, they 
conferred with one another, 16 saying, "What shall we do with these men? For that a 
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notable sign has been performed through them is evident to all the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem, and we cannot deny it. 17 But in order that it may spread no further among 
the people, let us warn them to speak no more to anyone in this name." 18 So they 
called them and charged them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. 19 But 
Peter and John answered them, "Whether it is right in the sight of God to listen to you 
rather than to God, you must judge, 20 for we cannot but speak of what we have seen 
and heard." 21 And when they had further threatened them, they let them go, finding 
no way to punish them, because of the people, for all were praising God for what had 
happened. 22 For the man on whom this sign of healing was performed was more than 
forty years old. 23 When they were released, they went to their friends and reported 
what the chief priests and the elders had said to them. 24 And when they heard it, they 
lifted their voices together to God and said, "Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven 
and the earth and the sea and everything in them, 25 who through the mouth of our 
father David, your servant, said by the Holy Spirit, "'Why did the Gentiles rage, and the 
peoples plot in vain? 26 The kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers were 
gathered together, against the Lord and against his Anointed'- 27 for truly in this city 
there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, 
both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, 28 to 
do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place. 29 And now, Lord, 
look upon their threats and grant to your servants to continue to speak your word with 
all boldness, 30 while you stretch out your hand to heal, and signs and wonders are 
performed through the name of your holy servant Jesus." 31 And when they had 
prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was shaken, and they were all 
filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God with boldness.

!
Introduction 
Deep down, you know you were born to live wholly for God. But forces in your life try 
to subdue you, shut you up, or seduce you deeper into sin. Forces like toxic  
relationships or lifelong sin habits that you just can't seem to kick. Maybe it's the pain 
that keeps you looking backwards. Or perhaps it's fear. Fear of rejection, fear of being 
alone, fear of the unknown, or simply fear of being bored - fear of losing the good life.
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!
This morning, we continue to learn from our ancient brothers and sisters in the Book of 
Acts - real people with real fears and real problems. What did they do to overcome 
these barriers and live refreshed by the Spirit? 


!
Enemies At The Gate 
Recall last weeks message on Acts chapter 3 in which Peter and John, by the power of 
the Spirit, healed a man who was lame for 40-years man and sat, begging at a gate 
called Beautiful in the Temple complex. The contrast couldn't be more stark: an awe-
inspiring Temple filled with worshipers, priests carrying out sacrificial rites, and 
decorated with exquisite ornamentation, yet irrelevant to the life of a solitary broken 
man. Then there are the apostles, Peter and John - men who have no silver or gold; 
ordinary men indistinguishable from the throngs entering the Temple. Yet it's these two 
men who, contrary to Herod's Temple, are endued with power, carriers of the presence 
of God, inflamed by the Spirit who raised this man up, leading him into fellowship with 
his Creator.  

!
But as we see in Acts 4, not everyone was happy about this. The Temple authorities 
confronted and arrested them, throwing them in the slammer overnight. (There was a 
"Jewish law which laid down that in certain cases a person could not be punished on a 
first offense." )  Politics. A person is healed of a lifelong infirmity and the religious 1

authorities - the people in charge of advocating for hurting and broken people - all the 
religious authorities are concerned about is politics. Making sure categories go 
unchallenged, that the old way remains in tact. But the apostles are interfering with the 
status quo. The apostles are operating outside the jurisdiction of the religious elite. 
They're not doing things according to tradition. Ancient power structures are being 
threatened. But despite being tormented and aggravated, the ranks of the Messiah are 
swelling. Thousands are embracing Jesus. The equilibrium of the Jewish community is 
threatened. A large portion of the city (not the majority, but a large and noticeable 
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portion) has aligned with the apostles and their teaching. So the forces of darkness 
begin to flex their muscles. The demonic is at work. What other explanation could there 
be for people getting angry when a man who has suffered his whole life from sickness, 
and thus extreme poverty, has been healed? The problem is with the accompanying 
teaching. The religious authorities are pushing back against the apostles’ proclamation 
of the resurrection.

!
Resurrection, New Creation People Setting the World Right 
Why would they do this? The truth is that we live in a broken world. When the apostles 
were declaring the resurrection, they weren't just exclaiming core doctrinal truths that 
prospective believers must affirm in order to become a Christian. Proclaiming the 
resurrection is to announce that Jesus has been raised from the dead. But it’s also to 
proclaim that his followers will be raised from the dead into a new world free of sin and 
death!   This effectively means that all who don’t align with Jesus the Messiah will be 2

judged. And the religious leaders knew this well. You see, when the apostles healed the 
lame man, this was more than an act of pity and charity - this act was proof that the 
powers of the age to come - the perfection that characterizes the New Creation - have 
invaded this present evil age. The proof of this is confirmed by the lame man’s healing. 
This is an unsettling proposition for wealthy, powerful men who now find themselves on 
the outside looking in at ordinary people walking in the power of God. Political systems 
and their power brokers see the writing on the wall and respond by protecting their turf 
vigorously. 

!
Principalities & Powers 
The scriptures explain the source of these irrational, vindictive forces - forces that 
inconceivably attempt to prevent goodness, righteousness, kindness, and, above all, 
the recognition of Jesus as Lord.
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• You can read about them in Romans 8:38 as the "Forces" that attempt to separate 
believers from God's love, but can’t because those on whom God has set his love 
are protected by his grace!


• You can read about them in Colossians 1:16 and 2:25 as "thrones or dominions or 
rulers or authorities," both good and bad human and spiritual forces. Yet Despite how 
formidable spiritual forces are, Jesus rules over them as sovereign Lord.


• You can read about them in Ephesians 3:10 and 6:12 as "rulers and authorities in the 
heavenly places" and "cosmic powers over this present darkness," "spiritual forces 
of evil.” (Some translations refer to these forces as “principalities and powers.”)  And 
when Paul is describing them this way, he is not attempting to spook us; to get us 
looking under our beds at night. He's merely defining what it is they are and he’s 
teaching us that We, the church of Jesus Christ, have the power to resist these forces 
by the power of the Spirit who is within us.

!
Why do these forces assault us? Why are we in this fight? We are resurrection people! 
We are people who are born again and empowered by the Spirit. We are compatible 
only with the New Creation rather than the old way and its current rotten state of 
affairs. This is why we are buffeted by the demonic. Forces of darkness know that their 
world is coming to an end. They know they are incompatible with the New Creation. 
They know they have no place in it, so they cling to the old way - the way of injustice, 
poverty, exploitation, rebellion, control, abuse… These forces fight us tooth and nail to 
leave their world alone. They do not want Jesus to reign as king, so they usurp us and 
undermine at every turn. Darkness is loosing its grip, but it continues to fight us at 
every turn. 

!
We often don’t interpret this spiritual battle very well. We lack discernment at times 
because Satan catches us navel-gazing, our eyes off of Christ and on ourselves. So we 
grow bitter and cynical toward the way things are:


- Are you frustrated that you aren’t celebrated for your integrity and truthfulness?

- Are you bitter that you're rarely appreciated for your kindness and charity?
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- Do you wonder why people mock you and neglect you, not despite being an 
upstanding person, but because you're an upstanding person?


- Do you wonder why, at times, the righteous suffer and the wicked prosper?

Listen to these gritty, authentic words of Asaph, one of Israel's worship leaders, 
in Psalm 73:3-5. See if you can at all relate to this: "3 For I was envious of the 
arrogant when I saw the prosperity of the wicked. 4 For they have no pangs 
until death; their bodies are fat and sleek. 5 They are not in trouble as others 
are; they are not stricken like the rest of mankind."

!

We Need The Spirit! 
So Peter and John find themselves in the middle of this cosmic conflict. Two dudes 
who just several years earlier were innocently going about their day fishing on the Sea 
of Galilee. Two ordinary men with no particular aspirations beyond caring for their 
families and hopefully dying at a ripe, old age having kept their noses clean, having 
lived their lives outside the lane of trouble and tragedy, having enjoyed their children 
and grandchildren. But now these men had to spend the night in jail. And for what 
reason? Because they proclaimed the resurrection. The next day, Peter and John stand 
trial before the same men who slapped, beat, and spit on Jesus, ultimately securing the 
death penalty for him. These religious rulers were not to be trifled with. But God 
stepped in. The text says that the Spirit came upon them and they spoke.

!
Sometimes, I think we have too high a view of these men and others like them. We put 
these men on the same plane as Jesus himself, forgetting that they were ordinary 
people just like you and me. It would be easy to envision them standing trial without a 
worry in the world. Impervious to fear, concern, and the animal instinct of self-
preservation. But obviously they needed God’s help, which is why the Spirit came upon 
them. I’m reminded of scriptures like Matthew 10:19 in which Jesus cautioned his 
disciples with these words, “When they deliver you over, do not be anxious how you 
are to speak or what you are to say, for what you are to say will be given to you in that 
hour.”  Clearly, Jesus knew his disciples would stand trial for their faith and he knew 
they would be scared. The point is that like Peter, John, and the rest of the early 
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church, We are not impervious to the temptations and fears of this world just because 
we are resurrection people. Being a resurrection person means that we cultivate a daily, 
moment-by-moment dependance on the Holy Spirit as we live in this broken world. We 
need God’s moment-by-moment intervention!

!
And intervene the Spirit does! Peter was filled with the Holy Spirit. This same Peter who 
once cursed the name of Jesus for fear of an angry mob looked into the eyes of that 
formidable group of professional, power-tripping theologians and indicted them - his 
judges! - for crucifying the one man by whom all people can be saved. He indicts them 
for rejecting Jesus, the "chief cornerstone.” So they forbade them to speak the name 
of Jesus any more to which Peter classically responded in Acts 4:19-20 (still filled with 
the Spirit, mind you) with these words: "Whether it is right in the sight of God to listen 
to you rather than to God, you must judge, 20 for we cannot but speak of what we 
have seen and heard.”  The point is that Every disciple of Jesus needs the Spirit to 
proclaim the truth of the gospel. 

!
Scared, Normal People 
As a result of this incident, life just got a lot riskier for the disciples. After hearing 
Peter's speech, the religious leaders threatened them further and then released them. 
This growing group of Palestinian peasants find themselves in the crosshairs of the 
enemy. They’re afraid. They know they've been bought by the blood of Jesus. They 
know they are his treasured possessions. And they love him. They really love him. But 
they're scared. They don't want to go to jail. They don’t want to be beaten. They don't 
want the same bloody death as their savior. The temptation to compromise must have 
been so tantalizing. But rather than walking away, they assembled together for urgent 
prayer. 

!
They begin their prayer with the helpless proclamation, "Sovereign Lord!" in verse 24. 
They felt powerless, bullied. They knew they had only one hope: God, who is more 
powerful than all who threaten them (that’s what they mean by appealing to his 
sovereignty). Over the next several verses they pray the words of Psalm 2, referencing 
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the nations that rage against God and his anointed. What's particularly interesting 
about this prayer - and many have noted this - is that it has the echoes of Hezekiah's 
prayer in Isaiah 37. 

!
The setting is 700 years before Christ. It’s a harrowing and hopeless time by all human 
accounts. Sennacherib, king of Assyria, the world’s leading and most bloodthirsty 
empire, has assembled a large army outside Jerusalem, poised to conquer weakened 
Judah. His father, when he was king, had already conquered Israel, the northern 
kingdom. So Sennacherib taunts Hezekiah and Judah. He commanded him to 
surrender. He said that Egypt, Israel's ally at the time, was powerless to help the Jews. 
He said that he would deport them them all. He ridiculed Hezekiah's army, saying they 
wouldn't know how to ride war horses if the Assyrians gave them some to ride. He 
even said that God sent the Assyrians to conquer them. He reminded Hezekiah that if 
he resisted, he would make sure no food got into Jerusalem, which would lead to 
widespread starvation. And these promises seemed certain as Sennacherib's massive 
army was dug in and craving a fight.

!
It was in this context that Hezekiah offered a prayer in Isaiah 37:16-20: "16 "O LORD of 
hosts, God of Israel, enthroned above the cherubim, you are the God, you alone, of all 
the kingdoms of the earth; you have made heaven and earth. 17 Incline your ear, O 
LORD, and hear; open your eyes, O LORD, and see; and hear all the words of 
Sennacherib, which he has sent to mock the living God. 18 Truly, O LORD, the kings of 
Assyria have laid waste all the nations and their lands, 19 and have cast their gods into 
the fire. For they were no gods, but the work of men's hands, wood and stone. 
Therefore they were destroyed. 20 So now, O LORD our God, save us from his hand, 
that all the kingdoms of the earth may know that you alone are the LORD.”  Why? So 
that all nations would know that Yahweh alone is God. 

!
As Hezekiah is praying this prayer, Isaiah sends him a prophetic message, telling him 
that God would defend Jerusalem. He said that Sennacherib wouldn't even shoot an 
arrow into Jerusalem (vs. 33). That night, an angel of the Lord went out among the 
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Assyrians as they slept and killed 185,000 of them. When Sennacherib returned home, 
his two sons staged a coupe, ruthlessly assassinating their ruthless father.

!
This was the prayer that the disciples likely had in mind as they related so closely to 
Hezekiah’s scary predicament. In the same way that King Hezekiah and the Jews were 
helplessly outnumbered and outgunned, totally dependent on God to deliver them, the 
first disciples of Jesus found themselves in the same sort of plight. Bullied. In danger. 
Exposed. Helpless. Surrounded.

!
But notice the content of their prayer. They did not pray that their trials would cease. 
They did not pray that God would deal harshly with their adversaries. Rather, they 
acknowledge that:


• vs. 27: Evil people were gathered around Jesus’ followers in Jerusalem (just like the 
Assyrians were gathered around Hezekiah) — Acts 4:27: Evil people are a fact of life 
and they will oppose God’s people;


• vs. 28: They acknowledged that evil people were gathered “to do whatever your hand 
and your plan had predestined to take place.”  Acts 4:28: Mysteriously, God has 
ordained adversity to advance his plan to redeem the world. (This means we can 
trust God no matter what happens!);


• Acts 4:29: They asked that God would fill them with boldness to continue to speak 
his word (They didn’t ask God to stop the persecution.);


• Acts 4:30: They asked God to continue performing signs and wonders to endorse 
their proclamation that Jesus is the Messiah. Because it’s all about Jesus.

!
Conclusion: Do you see the unfolding story?

!
Pray 

!
The Lord’s Supper
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