
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study God’s Will and 
My Will. It can be confusing trying to discern how our will connects with God’s sovereign 
will. But we really don’t need to reconcile these. Acts 4:23-31 shows how they not only 
merge but also do so in a way to compel both mission and joyful rest.  

Introduction: The question of God’s sovereignty and man’s free will (responsibility) has 
been debated for centuries. I appreciate J.I. Packer’s words as he quotes Charles 
Spurgeon:  

C. H. Spurgeon was one asked if he could reconcile these two truths to each other. 
“I wouldn’t try,” he replied; “I never reconcile friends.” Friends? — Yes, friends. This 
is the point that we have to grasp. In the Bible, divine sovereignty and human 
responsibility are not enemies. They are not uneasy neighbors; they are not in an 
endless state of cold war with each other. They are friends, and they work together. 

The early disciples apparently felt the same way. After experiencing persecution, Peter 
and John gathered together with other believers. As they shared their story Psalm 2 
came to mind. They knew that the suffering of Jesus and their own suffering would be 
used by God for His purposes. Rather than discouraging them, this propelled them into 
further mission and rest. We see in Acts 4 a beautiful picture of the relationship between 
God’s sovereign will and our responsibility.  

1. Sinful people do sinful things  
In Acts 4:27 we see that the wicked men who crucified Jesus did exactly as they wanted 
to do. They were fully exercising their free will. What is surprising in this narrative is that 
the very ones who you’d think would align themselves with God are actually aligning 
themselves with the “nations” and the “rulers of the world” who are gathering against the 
Lord and His Anointed.  

Herod and Pontius Pilate are simply ancestors of a foolish but time-honored tradition of 
attempting to dethrone God. Though not alive until about a millennium later these two 
rulers are present in Psalm 2. And so are we. Apart from grace this is what we freely 
choose to do—fight against God’s rule. We don’t want God to tell us the way that things 
are. We don’t want an authority over us. We want to be in control. We want to be the 
king and the ruler. We don’t want the LORD or His Anointed to stand over us. And so 
we use our God-given freedom to plot and plan ways to dethrone God.  

2. God uses bad actions for good purpose  
The story of Joseph is a testimony to this. The children of Abraham would not have 
survived the Egyptian famine had Joseph’s brothers not sold him into slavery. And yet 
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God used their bad actions to accomplish good purposes. This is the exact thing that 
we see happening in Acts 4. The early disciples help us see that though Pilate and 
Herod are doing exactly what their sinful desires, God worked through this to 
accomplish His good purposes. What a mystery!?! But it’s one we must embrace. Pilate 
and Herod are freely doing exactly what God foreordained they would do.  

It is here that we see this great mystery converge. Humans are fully free to do that 
which we desire to do. And God sovereignly uses those desires to accomplish His will. 
There is not one atom in all of creation which does not submit to God’s sovereignty. Let 
these words of John Philipps lead you into worship of the wonderful work of God:  

God turned that horrible scaffold upon which men murdered their Maker into a stage 
upon which He demonstrated the wonder of His saving grace. God converted that 
gallows into a means of grace, so that the cross that meant a horrible death to Jesus 
now means life everlasting to us.   

3. God’s sovereignty propels us into both missions and joyful rest 
Many wrongly believe that a belief in God’s sovereignty leads to inactivity. Exactly the 
opposite is true. The response of the early disciples should be our response as well. 
When they consider Psalm 2 and apply to their own situation they are not led into 
passivity. They are led into a joyful rest which propels them into mission.  

Are you surprised by the content of their prayer in Acts 4:29? If you had just been 
violently persecuted, your very life and freedoms threatened, would your greatest 
concern be boldness or personal comfort? But this is exactly what the early disciples 
do. They pray for even more boldness to do even more passionately that which just got 
them beaten and threatened. This is what a happy confidence in the sovereignty of God 
will do.  

Conclusion:  

H.A. Ironside said it well,  

When the sinner comes to the gates of Heaven, above the gate it reads 
“Whosoever will, let him come” (Rev. 22:17 ). As he accepts this gracious 
invitation and goes through the gates into Heaven, he sees written on the other 
side – “Chosen…in Him before the foundation of the world” (Eph. 1:4 ). 

This is true not only of salvation but really of the entirety of the Christian life. Our goal is 
not to neatly parse whether or not it is “my will” or “God’s will”, but to live in such a way 
that the two merge. We want our wills to be conformed to God’s will.  
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