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When God Answers Our Prayers 

Acts 4:32 — 5:42 

 

It was one of the most amazing instances of answered prayer I’ve ever experienced.  

It was almost 30 years ago. A little girl in our church family named Rebecca, barely a 

toddler, became ill with an E coli bacterial infection. She was in the hospital at Chapel Hill in 

intensive care. Late that Sunday afternoon, her grandparents called to tell us that she had taken a 

turn for the worse. The infection was attacking her kidneys and shutting them down. The doctors 

were concerned that she wasn’t going to make it. 

This was back when some churches still had Discipleship Training on Sunday evenings. Our 

church was one of them. I told Jo Ann that I was going on to the hospital, and asked her to have 

the adult group to spend their time that evening praying for Rebecca. 

As I sat with the family in the waiting room, a doctor came out around 6:50, and said she had 

turned the corner, the crisis was over, and she would survive. 

I called the church to let the group know the good news. Jo Ann answered the phone. After I 

told her what was going on, I asked out of curiosity, “What time did y’all finish praying?” She 

said, “About a quarter till seven.” I’ll let you do the math . . .  

God does indeed answer the prayers of His people, doesn’t He? Many of us could share 

stories about how He has. Some might be very dramatic, others very simple. But it was God who 

answered the prayers of His people! 

God has ordained that a large part of His work be accomplished through the prayers of His 

people. I firmly believe that. Through the years, I’ve become more and more thoroughly 

convinced that He maintains the right to do that in any way He chooses! And often He answers 

in ways different than what we may want or expect! 

A couple of weeks ago, we looked at Acts 3 – 4, focusing on the rhythm of worship and 

witness that makes up the church’s life. Our text ended with the church’s prayer for God to grant 

them boldness to speak the word and to stretch out His hand to perform signs and wonders in the 

name of Jesus as a divine testimony confirming their human witness. Luke tells us that God 

began immediately to answer their prayer. 

Our larger text this morning is Acts 4:32 – 5:42. Here Luke, the author of the Gospel account 

that bears his name and of Acts, shows how God went on to work out that answer. He tells us 

that God answered the church’s prayer by strengthening their fellowship, granting them 

boldness, and confirming their witness. Listen to how he described and summarized the situation 

in Acts 4:32-35. 

Read text . . . 
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Understanding what happened 

Here in 4:32-35, Luke has given us a summary statement that emphasizes how the Holy 

Spirit created an amazing unity and fellowship among the early believers. This unity was so deep 

and profound that they were willing to share their possessions with one another as the need 

arose. Listen again to how Luke put it (4:33b-35): 

 
And God’s grace was so powerfully at work in them all 34 that there were no 
needy persons among them. For from time to time those who owned land or 
houses sold them, brought the money from the sales 35 and put it at the 

apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to anyone who had need.1 

 

 Now the way Luke describes the situation reflects both Jewish and Greco-Romans ideals of 

friendship in the ancient world.2 But in the midst of that description, he tells us that the apostles 

were continuing to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus (4:33a). So his description of this 

bold, powerful witness is surrounded by his account of this incredible fellowship that was 

brought about by God’s grace that was so powerfully at work in them all (4:33b). 

 

Two living examples 

To illustrate what was going on, Luke gave two living examples in 4:36 – 5:11—one positive 

and the other one negative.  

The positive: Joseph was a Levite from Cypress. The apostles had named him Barnabas 

(which means “son of encouragement”). He sold a field he owned and brought the money and put it at 

the apostles’ feet to be used for community needs (4:36-37). 

The negative: Ananias and his wife Sapphira sold a piece of property. Together they conspired 

to keep back part of the proceeds for themselves. But when they brought the money to the 

apostles, they claimed to be giving it all. By lying to the apostles and to the church, they lied to 

the Holy Spirit. Peter confronted them separately, and they were both punished severely, falling 

down dead at his feet immediately. Their actions were a severe threat to the integrity and the 

unity of the church, and the Holy Spirit did not take it lightly (5:1-10)! 

Both Barnabas’ positive example that illustrated this incredible fellowship and the judgment 

on Ananias and Sapphira had powerful effects on the people—they deeply admired the 

fellowship and they were seized with great fear by the accountability (5:12-13). 

 

The Spirit’s witness and the apostles’ boldness 

The Holy Spirit continued to work through the apostles and in the church to bear witness to 

the people about Jesus. He empowered the apostles to perform many signs and wonders among the 

people (5:12-16). The believers continued to meet in Solomon’s Colonnade at the temple 

complex, and the people held them in high regard. Despite the people’s awe and fear, more and 

more men and women believed and were added to their number (5:13-14). People were even 

bringing the sick and demon-oppressed, lining them along the streets in hopes that if Peter’s 

shadow fell on them, God’s Spirit would work through it to heal them. And He did (5:15-16)! 

Now the high priest and his associates, who were all Sadducees, were very zealous for their 

understanding of the Jewish faith, and they saw the followers of Jesus as a threat to it. Most 

recent versions translate the phrase Luke uses here as being jealous or filled with jealousy, and that 

is a certainly a legitimate translation. But the phrase can also mean filled with zeal. So whether it’s 

their zeal for the law or their jealousy over their position, they arrest the apostles and put them in 
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jail overnight. But when they call the Sanhedrin (the council of Jewish leaders) together the next 

morning to try them, they send for the apostles, but they’re not there. The doors are still locked, 

the guards are in place, but the apostles are in the temple teaching about Jesus! The Lord had 

sent an angel (that the Sadducees didn’t believe in) during the night to set them free, instructing 

them to return to the temple courts to “tell the people all about this new life” (5:17-26). 

So the captain and his officers went and brought them before the Sanhedrin. The high priest 

reminded them that they had given them “strict orders not to teach in this name,” yet they had 

continued to do so. Peter and the other apostles’ reply was bold (what the church had prayed for 

in chapter 4): “We must obey God rather than human beings!” Then they proclaimed Jesus to them 

once again (5:27-32)! 

At this point, many of the Sanhedrin wanted to put the apostles to death, thinking that would 

end their problem. But Gamaliel, a Pharisee and well-known and highly respected rabbi, 

intervened. He counseled them that they should be careful in dealing with these men. He 

reminded them of some previous would-be revolutionary leaders who were killed and how their 

followers had scattered. He advised them (5:38b-39): 

 
“Leave these men alone! Let them go! For if their purpose or activity is of 
human origin, it will fail. 39 But if it is from God, you will not be able to stop 
these men; you will only find yourselves fighting against God.” 

  

He was persuasive, and the Sanhedrin decided instead to have them flogged (beaten with 39 

lashes) and then let them go (5:40). 

The amazing thing was the apostles’ response—they rejoiced because they had been found 

worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name of Jesus, and continued to teach and preach the good news 

that Jesus is the Messiah (5:41-42). 

 

How God answers our prayers 

Now consider this: Do you think this is exactly how they expected God to answer their 

prayer for power to speak God’s word with boldness (4:24b-30)? 

 That God would focus His grace on their inner fellowship to strengthen them for their 

outward witness? 

 That God would execute judgment on a couple whose actions threatened that fellowship, 

removing them from it in the most permanent way possible? 

 Or that He would use an angel to deliver them from jail and a most prominent Pharisee 

and best known rabbi to deliver them from execution? 

 

All this points out for us a very important truth: When God answers our prayers, He may 

sometimes work in ways we don’t expect. 

Sometimes we don’t expect Him to work in miraculous ways, yet He does. Like the night 

that a member of the same church I told you about at the beginning of this sermon suffered a 

major heart attack. He collapsed in the parking lot of the hospital emergency room in total 

cardiac arrest. A number of us from the church gathered at the hospital to pray for him and his 

family, and he survived. When they did a heart cath the next day, they found no blockages, and 

he had an amazing recovery! My former college religion professor, Dr. Charles Allen, and his 

wife Jean were at our church for some special services. When I came back and told them about 

his remarkable survival, she replied, “Well, we really shouldn’t be that surprised, should we?” 
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Sometimes we want God to work in miraculous ways, but He chooses to work in other ways 

instead. He may work over a long period of time, or through the common everyday experiences 

of life. But He is still working in answer to our prayers to accomplish His eternal purpose! And 

as He works in these ways, He slowly but surely brings about changes in people or congregations 

to make them better fitted for His purpose and use. 

Sometimes we pray for deliverance or healing, but He chooses to answer through trials or 

difficulties. That’s hard, but sometimes trials or tragedies cause people to be more open and 

receptive to what God is doing and what He wants to do in and through their lives. 

And sometimes He simply honors our prayer, but uses a different route than we prescribe. 

One experience I had like that—in 1998 I attended the Southern Baptist Convention because a 

lady who grew up in our church and her husband were to be appointed as international 

missionaries. I intended to go for the commissioning, then fly back home the next morning. I 

thought the commissioning service would be that night, but it was scheduled for the next night. 

So I needed to change my flight to be able to stay for it. The airline said they couldn’t change it. 

But God could cancel it and put me on another flight the day after the commissioning, within ten 

minutes of the departure time I requested! 

 

When God answers our prayers, He sometimes works in ways we don’t expect. Because 

that’s true, it’s vitally important for us to be open to however He wants to work through our 

prayers and in our lives and our life together! 

Many people have been praying for God to work in our church and our community. And He 

is answering! In the coming months and years, we may see Him answer in some ways we never 

expected. So be prepared and be thankful, because as He does, He will accomplish what He 

wants in us, among us, and through us as we engage our community with the presence of Christ 

and the power of His gospel!      

 

 MEG 
                                                 

1 Scripture taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition). 
2 Charles H. Talbert, Reading Acts: A Literary and Theological Commentary on The Acts of the Apostles (New 

York: Crossroad, 1997), 65. I have drawn on Talbert’s commentary (pp. 64-72) heavily in my interpretation of this 

extended passage. 


