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23 After they were released, they went to their 
friends and reported what the chief priests and the 
elders had said to them. 24 When they heard it, they 
raised their voices together to God and said, 
‘Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven and the 
earth, the sea, and everything in them, 25 it is you 
who said by the Holy Spirit through our ancestor 
David, your servant: 
 

“Why did the Gentiles rage, 
    and the peoples imagine vain things? 
26 The kings of the earth took their stand, 
    and the rulers have gathered together 
        against the Lord and against his Messiah.” 

 
27 For in this city, in fact, both Herod and Pontius 
Pilate, with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, 
gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, 
whom you anointed, 28 to do whatever your hand and 
your plan had predestined to take place. 29 And now, 
Lord, look at their threats, and grant to your 
servants 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 When they had 
prayed, the place in which they were gathered 
together was shaken; and they were all filled with 
the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God with 
boldness.  (Acts 4:23-31, NRSV) 

 
 

 
Use your imaginations with me so we can find ourselves 
in this story.  It’s a Sunday morning and you and a 
friend are headed to worship.  You are living in a 
country where even though it is still possible for 
Christians to gather like this, there is risk in doing so.  
Those who are in power are staunchly opposed to the 
Christian faith and have taken steps to persecute those 
who follow Jesus.  In fact, it wasn’t long ago that the 
leader of your community was falsely accused, arrested, 
imprisoned, and executed after a hasty trial.  Even after 
all this, however, you and others continue to gather 
together as a community to worship.     
 

On your way to the gathering you see an accident.  It 
looks serious, and a crowd has gathered.  A young 
woman trying to cross the street has been hit by a car 
and is now lying unconscious on the side of the road.  It 
doesn’t look good.  Though there are plenty of people 
gathered around, nobody seems to know how to help 
her.  The two of you stop and instinctively kneel down 
beside the dying woman and begin to pray for her.  You 
lay your hands on her broken body and you pray, and in 
a voice loud enough that everybody can hear you, “In 
the name of Jesus Christ, be healed, stand up, and walk.”  
It’s a bold prayer, especially for a couple of 
Presbyterians!  Then you take her by the hand and, to 
the amazement of everybody present, she opens her 
eyes, stands up, and appears to be completely healthy.   
 
The crowd goes wild!  They are amazed, full of wonder 
at what they have just witnessed.  They push around 
you, wanting to hear an explanation for what they just 
witnessed.  It’s an opportunity you can’t pass up.  You 
explain that it is Jesus who has done this thing, the one 
who was crucified was resurrected, and that he is at 
work in this world making things right and leading 
people into life, forgiving sins and restoring joy.  You 
explain that anybody who turns from living for 
themselves and begins instead to trust in him will find 
this life he offers.  In response, many people in the 
crowd that day believe and place their faith in Christ. 
 
But as you suspect it might, word of all this soon 
reaches the authorities, who are not pleased.  You are 
immediately called before them to give an account of 
what you have done.  They want to know who has 
given you authority to act and speak in this way.  You 
tell them just what you told the crowds, that it is by the 
authority of Jesus Christ that you healed this woman.  
You go on to tell them that nobody in this world will 
find true and lasting life apart from trusting in Christ.  
They are astounded by your boldness but, at the same 
time, greatly displeased with your message.   
 
After they confer among one another, they tell you in 
no uncertain terms that you are to keep your faith 
private, that you are to speak to nobody else about 
Jesus.  Though the threat is not explicit, it is clear.  To 
do so will risk punishment, imprisonment or worse, 
both for you and your family.  Your response to them?  
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You and your friend ask them one question: Should we 
listen to you, or should we listen to God?  You don’t 
expect an answer.  You tell them that you have no 
choice but to bear witness to that which you have seen 
and heard.  To do anything less would be a betrayal of 
the truth.  This is not the response they were hoping 
for, but they let you go anyway, at least for now.   
 
This is a scenario very similar to what happened to 
Peter and John one day as they were on their way to the 
temple to pray.  You can read all about it in Acts 3 and 
4, the verses just before the text we just read.  After 
they were released by the authorities because public 
opinion was favorable towards these two men who had 
just performed such a miraculous healing, Pater and 
John went immediately and gathered with the other 
disciples.  Together they began to pray.  Now if it were 
you, what would you pray for?  I might expect to pray 
for safety and protection, for myself, for my family, for 
my church.  These authorities have already 
demonstrated that they will kill to silence Christians.  
Or maybe I would pray for God to act against these 
people, to remove them from power, to punish them for 
promoting evil and resisting the truth.  I might even 
pray for revenge.  Who could blame me? 
 
So what do Peter and John and their friends pray for?  
It’s remarkable, actually.  Their prayer begins this way, 
“Sovereign Lord…”  The word here literally means 
“absolute ruler,” a word that would have been directed 
in those days to a slave master or any ruler of 
unchallengeable power.  These two men have just come 
from the presence of those who imagine they have 
power.  In their prayer, however, they declare that there 
is only one who can rightly claim such authority.   
 
As the prayer goes on they affirm that the Lord is one 
who “made the heaven and the earth, the sea, and 
everything in them.”  The Lord is the God of creation.  
They declare that the Lord is the one who speaks “by 
the Holy Spirit” through the mouth of David.  The 
Lord is the God of revelation.  Finally, they declare in 
verses 27-28 that even though worldly powers like 
Herod and Pontius Pilate make their plans, they declare 
to the Lord, “[you] do whatever your hand and your 
plan had predestined to take place.”  The Lord is the 
God of history!1  So who should they listen to, human 
authorities, or the God of creation, the God of 
revelation, and the God of history?  Who do they have 
to fear?  Who do you have to fear in this life since you 
belong to the same God? 
 

                                                           
1 John Stott, The Message of Acts (Intervarsity Press, 1990), 99-100. 
2 Psalm 2:4.  This and all biblical citations are from the New Revised 
Standard Version (NRSV).   

As a part of their prayer they also pray the first couple 
verses of Psalm 2.  They are praying the psalms, just 
like we so often pray the psalms!  They choose this 
particular psalm for a reason.  Though Psalm 2 begins 
by asking why the nations are in such chaos, and why 
the world seems to forever be scheming and plotting 
against God, the next verse reads, “He who sits in the 
heavens laughs.”2  Then it goes on to essentially 
declare that God has placed his people – first Israel, 
now the church – in the midst of warring and rebellious 
nations as a bright sign of his coming kingdom and his 
sovereign rule.  The psalm speaks of the Messiah, the 
“king on Zion”, who will come one day and set all 
things right.  With this in mind the psalm ends, 
“Happy are all who take refuge in him.”3 
 
As I considered this psalm and it’s message, I was 
reminded of that line made famous by Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr: “Let us realize the arc of the moral 
universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”  It speaks 
of the inevitability of God’s purposes in this world.  Our 
God truly is sovereign, a God of creation, and 
revelation, and history!  And I think that part of the 
prayer offered that day by Peter, John and the rest of 
the church was a prayer calling on God to do what God 
had promised to do, what they believed God would do.  
It’s a prayer for justice, for shalom, for peace, for heaven 
to come to earth.  It’s a prayer we still pray in the 
church.  It’s an acknowledgement that there indeed are 
forces in this world which stand against Christ, and 
which then in turn stand against his people, but at the 
same time a reminder that in the end they have no 
ultimate power, influence or authority.  In spite of how 
things may seem at times, the arc of the universe truly 
does bend towards justice. 
 
In verse 29, the church then immediately shifts to 
prayers of intercession.  Specifically, there are three 
things that they ask of God.  Reading again, “And now, 
Lord, look at their threats, and grant to your 
servants 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.”  First they ask God 
to notice.  Second, they ask for boldness.  Finally, they 
ask for miracles.  Let’s take these one at a time.   
 
First, in response to the threats they have received, 
instead of asking for protection or for revenge, or even 
asking that these threats would never be carried out, 
they simply ask for God to notice.  Some translations 
read, “consider their threats.”4  Does God consider 
these threats?  Is there a chance that he’s asleep at the 

3 Psalm 2:11 
4 New International Version (NIV). 
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wheel, not paying attention to what’s happened?  Of 
course not.  And so I think that this prayer is simply a 
prayer of self-assurance.  I might paraphrase it this way: 
“Lord, we know that you are aware of what’s happening.  
We know that these threats are actually not threats at 
all.  We know you are here, that you are with us, that 
you are ultimately in control.”  It’s not a bad way to 
pray when we face threats in this life, whatever their 
nature.   
 
Then the church prays for a bold witness.  They have 
just been told to shut up and stay inside, and they are 
asking God to give them courage to go outside and 
speak up.  Remember that a witness is somebody who 
confidently relays what he or she has seen or 
experienced.  A witness in a courtroom isn’t asked for 
commentary or opinion, and certainly not asked for 
fiction.  A witness tells what she saw, recounts what he 
experienced.  It’s the same with the church.  Our job is 
simply to tell what happened, specifically what God has 
done.  Sometimes we are passing on the firsthand 
accounts of eye-witnesses who were actually there when 
Jesus lived, and died, and rose again.  We do that when 
we share with others the writings of the apostles in the 
New Testament.  Other times we tell our own stories, 
how Christ has worked in our lives along the way, and 
how we are different people because of it.   
 
I find it very interesting that the church here doesn’t 
pray for the conversion of others who do not yet 
believe.  I didn’t do a full study of this, but I’m not sure 
that the Bible ever teaches us to pray for the conversion 
of others.  It’s not that it’s wrong to do so, but perhaps 
that’s not what God most wants us to ask from him.  
What if instead, God is more interested in us asking 
him to make us bold in our witness, and then trusting 
that he’ll take care of the rest.  I think that would be 
good news, because what influence do we really have 
anyway when it comes to manipulating the ultimate 
affections and devotions of another person’s heart.  
Witnesses aren’t responsible for convincing the jury, 
only for telling the truth about what they have 
witnessed.   
 
Maybe this is why the third thing that the church prays 
for here is for God go and work in miraculous ways.  
Remember, these people had just seen God 
miraculously heal a man through Peter and John.  This 
supernatural event then opened the door for Peter and 
John to bear witness to the living power behind the 
healing, mainly the resurrected Christ.  So instead of 
asking for vengeance or destruction when it comes to 

                                                           
5 I gained this insight from Darrell Johnson in a recent sermon 

entitled “Shameless Father”, January 8, 2023, The Way 

Church in Vancouver.  You can find the sermon on Spotify.   

the unbelieving world around them, they ask for more 
supernatural works of power that might give them a 
chance to do what they just asked God to help them do, 
which is to bring a bold witness.  Work wonders, Lord, 
in and through and around us, and do it for your glory!  
We will make sure you get the credit! 
 
Let’s just pause for a moment and consider how 
remarkable it is that this is how the church prays in 
light of what has just happened.  Is this how we would 
pray if we were threatened by those outside the church 
in such a way?  I think that we have been given a model 
here for how we should pray, a model that seems to me 
consistent with everything that Jesus taught.   
 
To begin with, we are reminded here that when we 
consider the unbelieving world around us, many of 
whom could care less about Jesus, and some of whom 
are hostile to even the mention of his name, we are 
reminded that our first response to this must be prayer.  
I was recently reminded that there is only one thing 
that the disciples ever asked Jesus to teach them.  Do 
you know what it was?  To our knowledge, the disciples 
never asked Jesus to teach them how to serve, or how to 
preach, or how to evangelize, or how to sing, or how to 
organize the church.  The only area they ever 
specifically asked Jesus for instruction in was the area of 
prayer.  Luke 11:1 – “Lord, teach us to pray, as John 
taught his disciples.”  Could this be because as they 
watched the way Jesus lived his life, they saw how 
absolutely foundational prayer was for him?  We are 
told that regularly Jesus went off early in the morning 
by himself, or sometimes all night, to spend time in 
prayer.   They must have concluded that prayer was so 
essential in the spiritual life that they better make sure 
that Jesus taught them how to do it.5  
 
They must have learned from his lessons, because one 
of the most striking features of the book of Acts, the 
story of Jesus’ disciples after his resurrection, is how 
often the church is in prayer.  Prayer is mentioned 32 
times in Acts, far more than in any of the Gospels.  The 
early church is always praying for all sorts of things, 
and almost nothing miraculous happens in and through 
the early church apart from prayer.  Many times I’ve 
quoted the Scottish evangelist, Oswald Chambers, who 
once said, “Prayer does not fit us for the greater work; 
prayer is the greater work.”  As we consider how God is 
leading us out beyond ourselves to love and serve the 
world around us, our efforts must always be grounded 
in prayer.   
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The early church here goes further, and not just models 
the priority of prayer, but models the content of prayer.  
If we follow their lead, then as we consider the world 
beyond the church, often a world that stands opposed to 
our message, perhaps we should also constantly praise 
God for his sovereignty, reminding ourselves that the 
Lord we serve is the God of creation, the God of 
revelation, and the God of history.  And in light of that 
truth, we should also pray for boldness in our witness 
and miracles in the way God opens doors for that 
witness to gain an audience.   
 
Remember that this whole thing happened because 
Peter and John were simply on their way to offer 
prayers at the temple.  They weren’t out on some 
evangelistic crusade, standing on the street corners 
preaching to the annoyed passersby.  They weren’t even 
out on a healing mission, looking for sick people and 
poor people they could help.  They were just going 
through ordinary life, and suddenly God opened an 
opportunity for them to bear witness as he moved in 
supernatural ways.  Thankfully they were paying 
attention and didn’t miss the opportunity.   
 
Oswald Chambers – I’m giving you a bonus Oswald 
quote today! – has this marvelous little devotional piece 
he wrote called, “The Undetected Sacredness of 
Circumstances”.  It’s so good I’m going to read it at 
length.  It’s included in your bulletin so you can reflect 
more on it later. 
 

The circumstances of a saint’s life are ordained of 
God. In the life of a saint there is no such thing as 
chance. God by His providence brings you into 
circumstances that you can’t understand at all, but 
the Spirit of God understands. God brings you to 
places, among people, and into certain conditions to 
accomplish a definite purpose through the 
intercession of the Spirit in you. Never put yourself 
in front of your circumstances and say, “I’m going to 
be my own providence here; I will watch this closely, 
or protect myself from that.” All your circumstances 
are in the hand of God, and therefore you don’t ever 
have to think they are unnatural or unique. Your 
part in intercessory prayer is not to agonize over 
how to intercede, but to use the everyday 
circumstances and people God puts around you by 
His providence to bring them before His throne, and 
to allow the Spirit in you the opportunity to 
intercede for them. In this way God is going to 
touch the whole world with His saints.6 

 

                                                           
6 From his classic devotional My Utmost for His Highest, 

November 7th entry.   

I hope you’ll take his words to heart.  If you recognize 
that God is indeed sovereign, truly the Lord of creation, 
revelation and history, and you also recognize that he is 
going to be at work around you in miraculous ways 
softening hearts and healing souls, then you can simply 
go out in boldness ready for any opportunity God may 
engineer for you to bear witness in your works and 
your words to the message of the Christian gospel.  
Sometimes those miracles may be astounding – people 
are healed, Jesus speaks audibly, coincidences are too 
great for natural explanations.  Most of us have seen 
things like this.   
 
Other times the miracle is that a human heart which 
was for years absolutely hardened towards God, over 
time softens to at least the possibility that he may exist, 
and may even love us.  These miracles are more subtle, 
but just as powerful.  Commentator Will Willimon 
sums it up it nicely when he says, “It is God’s business 
to heal and to work signs and wonders in the name of 
Jesus.  It is the community’s business to speak the word 
with boldness in the midst of the mighty acts of God.”7 
 
Of course, all this is not only dependent on prayer, but 
on us doing what we have been talking about doing 
these last few weeks, which is going out.  I’ve heard it 
said that nowhere in the New Testament is the church 
told to go out and try to bring non-Christians into the 
church to get saved.  In fact, I can’t think of a single 
instance in the Bible of somebody who got converted in 
a church or synagogue.  I know it happens, but that 
doesn’t seem to be the pattern.  The common 
misconception is that we need to get unbelievers to 
come to us and hear the message, but the biblical 
mandate seems to be that the church is to go out and 
tell the message to people where they are.  Jesus didn’t 
ask Zacchaeus to meet him at the synagogue on the 
Sabbath.  He went to Zacchaeus’ home and shared a 
meal, and then shared with him the good news.   
 
In light of all that I’ve shared this morning, I want to 
invite you to adopt a very simple practice.  Some of you 
may already do something along these lines.  Take a 
card like this.  I was tempted to make one for you, but I 
think you might take it more to heart if you do it 
yourself.  Or if you have a prayer journal, a place where 
you go through prayers in your time with God, that 
will work as well.  Then I would encourage you to write 
the prayer from verses 29-30 across the top.  If it helps, 
then summarize the prayer in some way like this: 

1. Consider their threats 
2. Give us bold witness 
3. Do wonders for your glory 

7 William H. Willimon, Interpretation Commentary Series: 

Acts (John Knox Press, 1988), 50.   
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Then below that, or on the back, leave space for the 
names of a few people God seems to have brought into 
your path through the “undetected sacredness of 
circumstances”, people around you who seem to be 
opening up to the life-transforming love and grace of 
Jesus.  These are men and women you know who have 
not yet committed their lives to Christ, or perhaps even 
acknowledged that as a possibility, and yet the Spirit 
has made clear to you that something is brewing.  Don’t 
put 20 names down.  Put down three.  Start there. 
 
Here’s my invitation, make a card like this and then put 
that card in wherever place you set aside regularly to 
meet alone with God so that you can use it, even daily, 
as a guide for your prayers.  Pray as the scripture leads 
you to pray, for God’s consideration of the world’s 
opposition, for a bold witness for you and the church, 
and for the movement of God’s hand in miraculous 
ways that opens the door for that witness to be 
received.   
 
And then pray for these people God has put on your 
heart.  These might be people you know well, a friend 
or co-worker, even somebody in your family.  It might 
be somebody you don’t know well, an acquaintance you 
have recently met along the way.  Ask God to show you 
who you can pray for.  But remember, it’s not your job 
to change their heart; in fact, you have no power to do 
so.  But pray for God to be at work, which he is.  Pray 
for opportunities to love and serve.  Pray for 
opportunities to tell your story.  These things can’t be 
forced or manufactured by us, or our efforts will do 
damage.  God has to open the door.  But we have to be 
prayerfully paying attention when he does.   
 
So would you commit to doing this with me?  Ideally, 
not just for a season, but as a habit we work into our 
lives from this point forward.  The names on the card 
may change, but the fervency of the prayers can remain 
the same.  If the whole church did this, would not God 
do what Oswald Chambers suggested he might do, 
which is to touch the whole world with his saints?   It is 
my belief that he would, that he is.   
 
All praise and glory be to our Sovereign Lord, the God 
of creation, the God of revelation, the God of history, 
that he would consider the lost world around us, and 
give his church – this church! - a bold witness, and work 
in miraculous ways to gain an audience for that witness, 
and do it all for his glory. 
 
Amen.   






The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
  
1. Read the passage again from Acts 4:23-31.  You 

might also consider reading the story just before 
this, starting in Acts 3:1, as it sets the state for this 
passage.  What do you notice here? 
 

2. If you were Peter and John, having just come from 
being threatened the authorities for speaking 
publicly about Jesus, what would you ask the 
church to pray for when you were back with them?  
How are your prayers in crisis like or unlike these 
prayers?   

 
3. Most of the prayer here is focused on God’s 

sovereignty and character.  Why is this such a focus 
for the early church?  And what do we stand to 
learn from this?   

 
4. When it comes to sharing the good news of the 

Gospel with those who don’t believe, do you 
consider yourself bold?  Why or why not? 

 
5. How does this passage and this message change 

your view of what evangelism looks like?   
 

6. Consider the Oswald Chambers piece entitled, “The 
Undetected Sacredness of Circumstances” (Included 
in the Next Step portion of the bulletin.)  Read it 
again.  What do you think he is saying here?  Do 
you agree?   

 
7. Would you be willing to receive Jeff’s invitation to 

create a prayer card and begin praying the prayer 
modeled for us in verses 29-30, even directing it 
towards a few people you know in whose lives God 
seems to be at work?  If so, what would that 
practice look like for you? 

 
8. What is the main thing Jesus is teaching you here?  

What is your response?   
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Table to Table: A Question for kids and  
adults to answer together. 

 

Consider as a family people you know who do not 
yet know and trust Christ?  Who might you pray 
for together?  When will you say these prayers?    

 


