PROMISES AND PRAYER

John 15:1-11   Acts 1:6-14 (text: 12-14)

The disciples had got the message very well. They were not to fret themselves about God’s prophetic timetable. And neither were they to stand around gazing wistfully into heaven looking for Jesus’ return. They were to get on doing good and teaching about the kingdom of God, just as Jesus had done before them. Yet not quite immediately. Right now they were to go back to Jerusalem
 – the angels reminded them Jesus had told them that – and wait until the Holy Spirit came upon them and by whom they would receive power to be witnesses to Jesus Christ in Jerusalem and in all Judea and then in Samaria and then to the uttermost parts of the earth. They quickly obeyed and went to the upper room where they were staying.

The upper room – where was that upper room? Maybe it was the room in which Jesus had revealed himself to them after his resurrection, where he invited Thomas to put his finger into the wound in his hand, his hand into the wound in his side. Or was it the upper room where they ate the last Passover together before Jesus died?
 It could very well be either and both could, in fact, be the same room, for all we know. And we don’t know. It would be very appropriate that it were there – where they last had communion with their Lord and received the promise of the Spirit; where they witnessed the beginning of his agony. For it was, apparently, in this room they received the Holy Spirit ten days later and experienced the beginning of the church’s victory and joy, purchased by their Lord’s agony. And this ten days of waiting was spent in communion and in prayer.
 

There is something else rather beautiful about this occasion as well. Jesus had prophesied that when he, the Shepherd would be struck, the sheep would be scattered. And so they all were – one to betray him, another to deny him, the rest to desert him. But other than Judas, the one who had betrayed him, they were all back here together again. They are all listed,
 whether the denier or the deserter, restored to the office of under-shepherd to “feed my sheep, feed my lambs.” Jesus had prayed that satan would not be allowed to have them. His prayer was answered. Satan had not been allowed to have them. 

And it is prayer they were here for in this upper room for ten days. I want to have a look at that prayer briefly this morning. First of all, congregation, we should see that 

1.
THEY PRAYED FOR WHAT HAD BEEN PROMISED

Sometimes theologians discuss whether, when we become Christians, does one believe the gospel first? Or does one repent of one’s sins first? And maybe it’s a bit of a silly question because why would one repent of one’s sins if one did not first believe that Jesus would forgive them if one did repent? If one did not have an assurance of that one might as well carry on eating, drinking and being merry! 

At the time of the Reformation the Roman Church used to berate the Reformers for their doctrine that we are justified before God by faith alone. Rome said that if people were sure of their salvation like that, they would live carelessly. Calvin replied: The very fact that God makes promises and keeps them – that very fact is the reason the believer is encouraged to call on God. That actually is what true faith is, as the children's chorus goes, 

Faith is just believing what God says he will do. 

  Faith is just believing his promises are true. 

And Calvin goes on to say that “Faith – (sometimes people say that faith is what takes over when reason or when knowledge runs out; that is nonsense) –  Faith is not a sign of doubt,” says Calvin, “but a testimony to our confidence because we ask the Lord for the things he has promised.” That’s what you find with Daniel, for example, in chapter nine, when he prays that wonderful prayer of confession and asks the Lord to send the Jews back to Jerusalem. He prays that prayer then because he knew from the prophet Jeremiah that the Exile would be seventy years and the seventy years was up, “So now Lord forgive us our sin,” prayed Daniel, “and send us back.” 

The apostles were praying for the Holy Spirit these ten days in the upper room. A time of intense prayer like this in Scripture is always for a special reason and so we see; Jesus commanded them in verse four, “not to leave Jerusalem but to wait for what the Father had promised.” Verse eight; “When you receive what the Father has promised, you will receive power when he comes upon you.” 

One commentator even says that “the grand object of all true prayer is the gift of the Holy Spirit.”
 Well, that is how Jesus received the Holy Spirit too in Luke chapter three, “It came about when Jesus was baptised and while he was praying that heaven was opened and the Holy Spirit came upon him.” 

I don’t know whether it is true that the grand object of all true prayer is to ask God for the gift of the Holy Spirit but if it is true, as we have seen already from this chapter, that nothing happens for God in this world unless the Holy Spirit does it, then maybe it is true. It is certainly true that we must always be praying that the Holy Spirit work. For we should pray for and we are commanded to pray for all that God has promised us. He wants to give us good; he wants to bless us. We saw that from that promise of Joel as well. And especially he wants to give us his Spirit to be witnesses to his goodness and glory and grace in this world. 

Well their prayer was answered, as we shall see in the next chapter. And why was it answered? For two reasons – apart from the fact that what they prayed for what God had promised. Secondly, we see that 

2.
THEY PRAYED UNANIMOUSLY 

“These all with one mind were devoting themselves to prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus and with his brothers,” verse 14. The next verse tells us that “there were about 120 of them there.” There were more believers at the time because 1 Corinthians 15 tells us that Jesus appeared to 500 at one time. But perhaps those 500 were in Galilee. But there were 120 here in Jerusalem at least; not just the remaining eleven disciples. There were others, including the women and Mary, Jesus’ mother.
 Who were these women? We don’t know. 

#
Maybe they were Mary Magdalene and Joanna and Susannah, who supported Jesus and the 12 during his ministry. Maybe there was also the other Mary – the mother of James and the other women who found the tomb empty and to whom Jesus later appeared. 

#
Calvin, again, has another interesting thought. He thinks it might refer to the disciples’ wives. We know that the apostles often took their wives with them when they went traveling around the churches in the various parts of the world.
 And Calvin says, “Why should they deny their wives this great blessing? These women needed heroic fortitude and steadfastness if they were not to fall short” – even as any of us do. Some of these women were to see their husbands martyred. 

#
As well as the twelve and the women and Jesus’ mother, there were also Jesus’ brothers. Before the resurrection none of Jesus’ brothers believed in him. Many Jews believed after Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead and perhaps his brothers were among those. But 1 Corinthians 15 tells us that Jesus appeared to James. Was that Jesus’ brother or another James? 

At any rate, it seems as if after the resurrection they all believed in him.
 And here they all are – the apostles, these women and Jesus’ brothers – living more or less in one house and spending much time in this upper room, praying ‘all with one mind’. Jerome translated that “in unanimity.”
 And do you see the wonderful thing that God has done? Just forty days ago these disciples of the Lord were scattered to the four winds and Jesus' own brothers didn’t even believe in him and had never believed in him. But here they all are – in unanimity, praying for the one thing. 

Jesus talked about that somewhere else as well. In Matthew 18 he said, “If two of you agree on earth about anything that they may ask, it shall be done for them by my Father who is in heaven.” Of course, there Jesus is speaking about the elders of the church in session for the purpose of guidance in church discipline. But the same principle is being expressed. We even saw it in John 15; “If you abide in me and my Word abides in you, you will ask what you will and it will be given to you.” In Jesus’ high-priestly prayer, Jesus prays that his people on earth would “be one that the world might believe that you, Father sent me.” So now here they all are together, as one, praying for the Holy Spirit so that they might be witnesses of his and so the whole world might believe in him.

I wonder people of God: is that why the church seems so ineffective often today? Perhaps partly because we actually don’t pray very much. 

#
And even when we do, perhaps we’re all praying for our own little concerns. And look, in the course of our lives, sometimes they’re not so little and I’m not saying that the little concerns are not genuine, but are they really to the point? After all, Jesus did promise us that if we “seek first the kingdom of God, all these other things will be added to us” anyway. And when he taught us to pray he taught us to pray first of all that God’s name would be hallowed, that his kingdom would come, that his will would be done upon the earth, and then we pray for our daily bread. So we’re not united in what we’re praying for and perhaps we’re not praying for the most important things often enough. 

#
And even when we do pray, most of our praying is done at home on our own, is it? Are we really just a bunch of individuals who don’t take every opportunity offered us to be present when we do join together for public worship or joint prayer? – the second service for instance? – Bible studies where we pray together? And it really does seem to be a Bible study sort of meeting that is the picture here. It doesn’t seem like a formal worship service. I think at this point they would have gone to the temple perhaps for that.   Maybe I’m just still too much an old Open Brethren but I still cannot understand the antipathy that some Reformed people seem to have to prayer meetings. 

Maybe it's true that things get a bit untidy at prayer meetings where everybody can pray. But as one fellow said to me about evangelism once, “I like the way I’m doing it, even if it has faults, better than the way you’re not doing it.” And I agree, these meetings can be a bit frustrating sometimes: one person prays all around the world and the next person prays all around the world all over again; and another might very well be heard by the Lord but he prays so quietly that I’m bothered if I can and so I can’t say ‘Amen’ to his  giving of thanks! And it’s certainly true "we won’t be heard for our much speaking" but we won’t be heard when we don’t speak at all either. 

There is a Proverb which says, “Where no oxen are (where nothing is going on) there the stall is clean.” But where there’s work going on things will be untidy. There will be messes, there will be mistakes; but it does seem to me that what is being talked about in our text is that sort of a meeting, rather than a formal worship service. And our attendance at and participation in both could often be very much better, even if it were only to give a hearty ‘Amen’. 

They prayed, congregation, and they prayed in unanimity. And the other reason for which they were heard is that 

3.
THEY PRAYED PERSEVERINGLY 

Like the old Berger Paints advertisement: they “kept on keeping on.” “They were continually devoting themselves to prayer,” we read. They were busy with this; they were persisting in it, for Christ had promised them the Holy Spirit, and that was a promise given already by God the Father through the prophets of the Old Testament. 

We are told to pray for whatever is the Father’s will. Sometimes we don’t know what the Father’s will is in a particular situation or about a particular matter or person but when we do we should pray and we should keep on praying. For it is the promises of God that give us warrant to pray in the first place. It is because God promises that we may have confidence that he will hear us. 

On this occasion it was for the Holy Spirit the disciples were to pray. We are told that we have the Holy Spirit and we are to be filled with the Spirit. As we read of the apostles from time to time in the book of Acts and very often on occasions when they were said to be filled with the Holy Spirit, it is after the church had spent time in prayer. 

We have other promises from the Lord. We have promises about our children. Never give up praying for our children. And neither must we as a church cease praying for those who fall from the faith for we never know when or whether that fall is permanent or not. There is a sin against the Holy Spirit. There is a sin for which we may not pray for a person. But I think we are told about that not so much that we may tick off boxes, much less persons, but that we ourselves may be warned. 

CONCLUSION

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, we are to abide in Christ – we are to remain in a living relationship with him and unless we do, we can do nothing. And so, figuratively speaking, we must often return to the upper room. We are to live in communion with Christ our Lord and we are to live in communion with his body – the other members who form that body of Christ. And the life of that body begins and is maintained by the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

And what must we do to maintain a living relationship with him? By letting "the Word of Christ dwell in us richly" and thus we will be filled with the Holy Spirit. And from our side of the relationship, by "letting our requests be made known to God in all prayer and supplication, with thanksgiving." And we’re to do that together, “of one mind,” for Christ has made us his body. We’re not just a bunch of people he has saved individually, merely. As Paul says in 1 Corinthians 12, “We have all been baptized into one body and all made to drink of the one Spirit.” 

How much, people of God, do we want what we pray for? Here are these two or maybe three prerequisites to effective prayer and effectiveness in our mission as a church as well.
 

We are to pray, first of all, for what God commands us to pray. 

Secondly, we must be united – we must be one. One of the main concerns of Jesus’ high-priestly prayer was that the world would see that we are one. We make that a prerequisite of communing with our Lord here in the Lord’s Supper – that we’ve got nothing between one another. 

And then thirdly, that we might learn patience we are to persevere in prayer. 

And thus the promise of Paul in Romans 15 will be ours, the promise that speaks of this same unanimity and perseverance that Luke speaks of in our text this morning, "Now may the God who gives perseverance and encouragement grant you to be of the same mind with one another, according to Christ Jesus, that with one accord you may with one voice glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ." 

Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 9th October, 2005

� Sabbath day's journey. Bruce; about 1km, 2000 cubits, "ingeniously reckoned by interpreting Exodus 16:29 in the light of Numbers 35:5"; see the Mishnah. John 11:18 makes Bethany about 2 miles from Jerusalem, but Bethany is on the east side Olivet. Hence there is no contradiction with Luke 24:50.


�  Definitely a private house and not the temple, for the women were present with them. Blaiklock.


� Not here only, but also in the Temple – Luke 24:53.


� Blaiklock; “since Acts is primarily about Peter and Paul (the latter not even mentioned heretofore), it is appropriate that they all (the original eleven) be acknowledged and tribute be given to their reborn loyalty.”





� Lampe, according to Bruce.


� Calvin comments that if papists want to make capital out of the fact that Peter is mentioned first in v.13, then they will have to accept that Jesus' mother is the least of all women because she is named last in v.14!


� 1 Corinthians 9:5.


� Hints that Mary did not remain a virgin and had other children by Joseph: Matthew 1:25; Mark 6:3; Luke 2:7. Bruce has a helpful footnote on the historical development of the doctrine of the perpetual virginity of Mary; fn.47, p.44.


� Vulgate; unanimiter. The Greek word is used by Luke in Acts 10 and eleven times throughout Acts; the word is used elsewhere in the NT only in Romans 15:6.


� So Calvin, Bruce, Stott and Blaiklock.
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