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“New Testament Power”      Text – Acts 4:23-31       OT Readings – Psalm 2; Isaiah 37:14-20

Congregation of the Lord Jesus Christ,
Any student of Church History knows that there are certain periods in the life of the church characterized by Reformation and/or revival.  
· Reformation refers to once dead churches being reformed as the Holy Spirit breathes new life into His people.

· Revival refers to large numbers of people being converted in a short space of time.

So we may think of the Reformation of the 16th century, the Pietist revivals in Germany and the Netherlands, the first and second Great Awakenings in the USA, the Methodist Revivals under the Wesley brothers and George Whitfield, all  in the 18th century, and the Welsh Revival of 1904, among others.
And without fail, every significant advance of the church has come about because of a return to NT power.  
Human strategies, political manoeuvrings, defensive postures, anything and everything like this has been jettisoned in favour of NT power.  
And this is because, as A. W. Tozer so accurately puts it, “the early church [that we see here in Acts] was not merely an organization, or a movement, but a walking incarnation of spiritual energy.  The church began in power, advanced in power, and moved along just as long as she had power.”  
And so, as we noted before, every significant advance of the church since has come about because of a return to this NT power.  
Well, when we began our sermon series on the Book of Acts, we did so asking this question: “Do you think it is possible that in 15 years time we could have planted a new church in Rolleston and Greymouth and be supporting a full time missionary, overseas, ourselves?”  

And that question is not meant to be just a cute and hypothetical question.  

We journey through Acts not so that the Lord may preserve a safe and comfortable church life but so that He might provoke us to kingdom activity. 
And so, for us to answer the church-planting question with a believing ‘yes!’ – the yes of faith and commitment and sacrifice – we must understand and embrace NT power.
And today, in God’s providence, we have a stunning exhibition of NT power in these verses.  For here, in the response of these believers to persecution, Luke wants us to see the connection between prayer and power.  
And so, we are given a fundamental lesson about the priority of prayer.

So we will look at the Anatomy of this Prayer, the Appeal of this Prayer, and the Answer to this Prayer.
But let us first consider the context of this passage.
1. The content of the Book of Acts is shaped by the words of 1:8 where Jesus says to His disciples, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth."  
a. So, the book follows that threefold geography by focusing first on the gospel as it impacts Jerusalem, then as it impacts Judea and Samaria, and then as it heads out further into the world.  And the Jerusalem section goes through to chapter 8:1.  
i. So, we have witnessed the astonishing events of the Day of Pentecost that led the Jerusalem church to grow from 120 people to around 10000 in a very short time.  
ii. In chapter 3, we witnessed the healing of the blind beggar and saw that this healing is a snapshot of heaven where there will be no illness or injury or death.  
iii. And then, in chapter 4, we have seen the beginnings of persecution against the church as Peter and John have been forced to defend the healing of the beggar before the Jewish authorities.  
(1) They have been warned not “to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus” and threatened.  So now we shall see how the church responds to this persecution.  

2. And notice, immediately, a couple of points from v23.  
a. Firstly, we are told that Peter and John “went back to their own people,” or, as it is literally, ‘to their own.’  
i. In classical Greek, this phrase is normally used in relation to one’s immediate family – parents, children, or siblings.  
(1) So, by Luke’s choice of this phrase, we are told that the body of believers, or the church, is as family to Peter and John.  
(A) Just as a family, ordinarily, is a place of safe-haven and refreshment and welcome and encouragement for its members, so the church is for believers.  At least, so it ought to be.
b. And also, note that Peter and John appear to speak only about what the chief priests and elders said and not about what they said.  
i. Their focus is on the future impact on the church of the warnings and threats they have heard from the authorities.  Clearly, dangerous times lie ahead for the NT church.
And so, as we consider the church’s response to their news, we see that their first reaction was to pray.  And Luke records that prayer for us in vv24-30.  
So let’s consider, firstly, the anatomy of this prayer.

1. And boys and girls, anatomy means a detailed examination.  

a. When your brother tells you that the bug he caught has six legs and two wings and compound eyes and a green thorax he is giving you the anatomy or a detailed analysis of that bug.
i. And we can do the same with prayers – we can examine them in detail.

b. And we have every reason to do so with this prayer because even though the believers have already prayed in Acts, this is the first time we are provided with the words of the prayer; this is the first recorded prayer of NT believers.

c. For the last 3-4 years, the disciples have had the example of Jesus set before them.  
i. They have seen Him spend much time in prayer.  
ii. They have heard Him pray, frequently.  
iii. They have seen how necessary it was for Him to ready Himself for whatever task lay before Him with prayer.

iv. And so, it comes as no surprise that the first thing they do in response to Peter and John’s news is to pray.
(1) One of the tests that doctors perform in certain health situations is a reflex test.  The doctor takes something like a little wooden hammer and taps a certain point on the knee to see if it reacts by jerking a little.  And that reflex action is a sign of good health.
(A) Well, when you are talking to a believer about something ‘good’ or ‘bad’ and they say, “Let’s pray,” you are in the presence of a healthy believer with a prayer reflex.  
(i) Do you have a prayer reflex?  
(ii) Is your first reaction to joy or sorrow one of prayer?
(iii) Can you say that prayer a more common reflex than it has been in the past?  
1. If so, then praise God for the work His Spirit is doing in you!
2. But in connection with this prayer reflex, the literal Greek of v24 says this, “And when they heard, with one accord they raised a voice to God.”  
a. Luke uses that Greek word again, omathumadon – translated as ‘with one accord’ – that he is so fond of using.  10 times he uses it in Acts and it is found only one other time in the whole of the NT.  
b. There is a great unity of will and purpose at work among these believers, so much so that when they pray Luke does not say that they raised their voices to God but that they raised “A voice to God.”  
i. And congregation, this alignment of will and purpose that is expressed in corporate or gathered prayer is the battery of NT power.  
(1) God delights to accomplish astonishing things through a praying people.  
(2) Nothing expresses love for God and reliance on God and confidence in God like prayer.  
(A) You see, when we are busy with this and that, and occupied with activity, very often it is all about us and our efforts.  
(B) But when we are on our knees with our eyes raised to heaven it is only about God.  
(C) And when we are on our knees, together, as Psalm 133 reminds us, “there the Lord bestows His blessing.”
(3) And the fact is that too many of us see such times of prayer as optional; something nice for those who wish but not something I need to do.  The early church, however, recognized that gathered prayer is the battery of NT power.
(4) May God grant that we, as a congregation, grow this year in praying together.
3. But note also that their prayer is a response of praise.  
a. These believers know that just as Peter and John have been arrested and questioned, tomorrow, as they step out to witness to Jesus Christ, the same or worse treatment awaits them.  And yet, their first response is to glorify God for who He is and what He has done.  

i. In James 1:2 we read these words, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds.”  
(1) Boys and girls, young people, and brothers and sisters, our response to suffering, whether it be because of persecution or any other hardship, ought to be a response of praise.  
(A) If we know that “God works all things for the good of those who love Him,” and if we see our sufferings as evidence of our union with Jesus Christ, the one who suffered to secure eternal life for us, our response to suffering ought also to be a response of praise.
4. Well, as we turn our attention to the words of this prayer, the first words are “Sovereign Lord.”  
a. And they are a translation of the Greek word Despotaze, from which we get the English word despot.  
i. And a despot is an absolute ruler.  
(1) Most recently, this title was appropriately used to describe Kim Jong Il of North Korea or Moamar Gaddafi of Libya.  
(A) What they said or wanted what was what happened in their countries.  
b. And yet, both are now as dead as the lowliest beggar on the street.  But this is not so with the God these believers pray to.  This God is sovereign above all things.  
i. And so, drawing together the teachings of the Bible and the examples of biblical prayers found in places like Exodus 20:11, Nehemiah 9:6, Psalm 146:6, and Isaiah 37:16, they pray, “Sovereign Lord, you made the heavens and the earth and the sea, and everything in them.”  
(1) They pray to a God who is in control.  
ii. And what this means will become even clearer towards the end of their prayer when they acknowledge that all that the Jewish authorities did to Jesus was what God’s “power and will had decided beforehand should happen.”   
(1) Brothers and sisters, it is sad but true that many believers struggle with the idea of a God who is sovereign.  
(A) Whether it be in relation to His electing of some to salvation or His predestination of everything that comes to pass, they refuse to believe that man’s will is subject to God’s will.  
(B) But Proverbs 21:1 tells us that “the king's heart is in the hand of the LORD; he directs it like a watercourse wherever he pleases.”  
(C) These believers had seen the Jewish authorities do what they did to Jesus but they had also heard Jesus say that that is exactly what they would do long before they did it.  
(D) The sovereignty of God is the plain teaching of the Bible.
(E) And it ought to be a great comfort and encouragement to know that God is sovereignly in control; that all He has planned will come to pass, and to know that what He has planned is “for the good of those who love Him.”  
(i) For it is this that enables believers to face the future with confidence and contentment.  
5. But next, once again, it is to an OT passage, this time Psalm 2, that the believers turn to for the content of their prayer in order to shape their theology and their request.  
a. And once again it is the Lord Jesus Christ who provides the interpretation of this Psalm.  
i. When David wrote these words his complaint was about foreign nations trying to invade Jerusalem.  But David’s comfort was the sovereignty of God.  But v27 helps us to see how this Psalm also looked ahead to the time of Jesus.  
(1) So, Psalm 2 talks about ‘nations raging,’ and v27 talks about the ‘Gentiles conspiring.’  
(2) Psalm 2 talks about the ‘people plotting in vain’, and v27 talks about the ‘people of Israel’ and their plans to be rid of Jesus.  
(3) Psalm 2 talks about the ‘kings and rulers’ and v27 talks about ‘Herod and Pontius Pilate.’  
(4) Psalm 2 talks about ‘of the earth’ and v27 talks about ‘in this city.’  
(5) Psalm 2 talks about them being against ‘the Lord,’ and v27 talks about them being against ‘your holy servant Jesus.’  
(6) And Psalm 2 talks about David as the ‘Anointed One,’ and v27 describes Jesus as the one God ‘anointed.’  
ii. And because these believers are praying this prayer in relation to their situation, we may note and rejoice in one very beautiful point particularly.  
(1) The persecution of these believers corresponds to the persecution of David and has its focal point in the persecution of Jesus.  
(A) The sufferings of Christian believers are related directly to the sufferings of Jesus.  

(B) This is why Peter will later say in his first Epistle, “Rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ.”  
(C) Because every believer is united with Jesus Christ we may expect persecution.

(D) But we may also know that it all takes place under God’s sovereignty and will serve His glorious and triumphant purpose so that even that which is meant for evil will be turned to good!
· So, our study of the anatomy of this prayer has revealed the need for a prayer reflex – in response to joy or sorrow, we ought to pray.  
· We have seen also that gathered prayer is the battery of NT power.  
· And we have seen that even in the face of hardship, we have every reason to praise God because He is sovereign and because our suffering is evidence of our union with Jesus.
But secondly, note also the appeal of the prayer in vv29-30.  Note what the Lord is asked for.
1. They prayed, “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.”  And by way of summary they pray for three things; that God would hear what has been said, for boldness or courage to speak, and that God’s miraculous power might be seen through them.
a. And what is interesting to note, first of all, is that there is no expression of thanks offered here for God’s deliverance of Peter and John, nor is there a request that the Lord might prevent this persecution from coming or that every believer might be kept safe in the face of the coming persecution, and nor do they ask the Lord to judge those who have uttered these threats.  
i. Now, this is not to say that they did not pray these things or that we should not pray these things.  But there is something to be learned from what they do pray for.  Their prime concern here is for the advance of the gospel; for the growth of the church of the Lord Jesus Christ.  
(1) Again, looking to the example of Jesus Christ, it is zeal for the advancement of the kingdom of God that consumes them.  
b. And this ought to make us question ourselves about how we might react in a similar situation.  Every believer here had wife or husband or children or aging parents and  a job of some sort, etc.  But their sole desire was to be faithful to God regardless of the cost.  
i. Do you know something of this zeal for the advancement of God’s kingdom?  
(1) It’s so easy, isn’t it, for us to become comfortable Christians.  
(A) We like where we live and where we work and play and where we worship, sometimes to the point that we would hate to disturb any of it even if it served the gospel.  
(i) Sell my house and leave my job and extended family and move to a church plant trusting that God will provide and compensate?  Uh uh, I will leave that to others.  
(ii) Forego a new TV for the sake of contributing financially to a mission project?  Ahmm, don’t we have an Overseas Mission Board for that sort of thing?  
ii. But zeal for the gospel, people of God; a sacrificial willingness to count the cost, is NT power.  It is looking to the example of Jesus Christ and wanting, above all else, to see His church grow and multiply.
Well, very briefly, having considered the anatomy of this prayer and the appeal of this prayer, we see, finally, the answer to this prayer in v31.

1. The first priority of these believers was to pray.  They recognized that prayer is the battery of NT power.  
a. And this is not to suggest that prayer has a power in and of itself.  But it is God’s delight, as part of His Fatherly love for us in Jesus Christ, to demonstrate His power in connection with our prayers.  
i. It was not as though God could not shake the room that the believers were in without their prayers, but imagine their encouragement in seeing the room shake as it did immediately as they asked Him to perform miraculous wonders!  
(1) When the church father, John Chrysostom, preached on this verse, he said, “The whole place was shaken and that left them all the more unshaken.”  
ii. And imagine their joy in being enabled to speak God’s word with boldness having just asked the Lord to give them that boldness.  
2. Boys and girls, young people, and brothers and sisters, last year we worked through the book “Six steps to talking about Jesus.”  And it’s helpful to have a method and to think about content and how to create opportunities.  But what is most needed is the NT power of prayer and boldness.  If we are serious about things like church planting, we must first get more serious about growing in NT power.
a. John Wesley said, “Give me one hundred preachers who fear nothing but sin and desire nothing but God and I care not whether they be ministers or people in the pew, they alone will shake the gates of hell and set up the kingdom of heaven on earth.”  
b. In the very city where these believers had been warned not to speak about Jesus, they prayed to the Lord for boldness to do exactly that.  And look how He answered their prayers!  
c. May God forgive us, then, in Jesus Christ, for our lack of prayer and our cowardice.  
d. And may He grant us, instead, a love for Jesus Christ that is seen in prayer and boldness.  
e. And may He be pleased to answer our prayers for the sake of His Son, Jesus Christ, our Lord.  Amen?  Amen.
