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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

Read through the Book of Acts, and you will find many references to prayer.  On at least fifteen separate occasions, Luke underscores how earnestly and persistently believers prayed.  

Acts 1:14  They “all joined together constantly in prayer…”

Acts 2:42  They “devoted themselves…to prayer.”
Acts 3:1   They continued going to the temple to pray.
Acts 6:4  They set aside other responsibilities to pray.
Acts 6:6  They prayed and laid hands on people.
Acts 8:15  They prayed for others to receive the Holy Spirit.
Acts 11:5  They prayed alone.
Acts 12:5  They prayed together.
Acts 13:3  They prayed with fasting.
You know of course praying isn’t about prayer.  It’s about Christ.  From a healthy Christian heart, prayer pulses outward as naturally as fresh blood.  Prayer is how fellowship with Christ takes place.  It’s how we receive the benefits of knowing him.  It’s how we enjoy our union with him.  It is real time conversation with God.  

In Acts prayer was the first priority of the disciples, the first sign of life in Christ.  It always comes first, before testifying.  So it may surprise you that while Acts preserves 23 speeches and sermons, Luke preserves just one prayer, the one in our text this morning.

READ

Here was a prayer God powerfully and immediately answered.  I title this sermon “Earth-Shaking Prayer” because the result was an echo of Pentecost itself.  After the disciples prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken.

Here was a prayer God honored.  He liked everything about it.  The fact Luke records it tells me he like it, too.  Here is a model prayer.  Like the Lord’s Prayer or so many of the psalms, this is a model prayer.  It is a model prayer for when Christians are threatened.  
Starting back at verse 15, it is clear enough these were circumstances of threat.  Peter and John had been “ordered” (15), “warned” (18), “commanded” (18), threatened repeatedly (vs. 21) to no longer speak or act in the name of Jesus Christ.
This is a model prayer for the persecuted church.  It’s also a model prayer for missionaries who face persecution and for the church who loves and prays for them.  It’s a model prayer for the church that faces bureaucratic antagonism as it renovates and renews its  witness for Christ in the community.  It’s a model prayer for American Christians under hostile pressure so they do not live in the open as Christians.  In many respects this is a model prayer for you and me.  

I believe the greatest challenges we face to live full out for the Lord is fear, so we turn away from obedience because it frightens us.  

For lots of reasons I stay away from professional sports analogies.  But I must say that last week I was impressed when at the conclusion of one of the play off games, a quarterback knelt with fellow players in prayer.  The camera panned in just long enough to realize what was happening and then veered away.  I was reminded of the late great defensive back, Reggie White, who enjoyed the nickname, “the minister of defense”.  

It’s tempting to think, I wish I was 240 pounds of muscle; then no one could threaten me.  But does anyone really think spiritual courage comes from being brawny?  Does that explain the clear testimony for Christ of coaches like Joe Gibbs or Tony Dungy?  Or does anyone think their high profile careers come with immunity from antagonism?  
No, they are men of deep faith, the faith modeled for us in the prayer preserved in Acts 4 so it shapes our faith.  I mean, so it shapes our understanding of who God is, how to draw near to him, what we are to trust the Lord for, and what we are to ask him for.
This is a prayer for Christians in hard places.  See how it begins.  
It begins by honoring God for who he is.  Verse 24:  Sovereign Lord, you made the heaven and the earth and the sea, and everything in them.”  “Sovereign Lord” is one word in Greek.  It designates a master with absolute power over his servant.  
When Christians in hard places call God, Sovereign Lord, it is an act of profound submission.  It is not simply to say, “God you are all powerful over all you have made,” but rather, “God, you have absolute power over me, and I accept that my life is entirely in your hands, and that you are free to do with it as you will.”  

So often we call on God in ways that are not worthy of him.  This is worthy of him.  This an act of profound submission born of Job-like confidence in God.  This is how the martyrs in Revelation 6:10  refer to him:  “How long, O Lord, holy and true, until you judge the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our blood?”

If you fear to approach God this way, you are not alone.  Many feel it is like inviting disaster.  But that’s not what this is about, and it is not the result.

Last week, we saw how Paul wrote Timothy: “In a large house there are articles not only of gold and silver, but also of wood and clay; some are for noble purposes and some for ignoble.”  He went then called on Timothy to “be an instrument for noble purposes, made holy, useful to the Master (There is our word!) and prepared to do any good work.   (II Timothy 2:10-21)
God does not regard the person whose heart bleeds this kind of prayer as so much cheap pottery to crush at will.  He regards him as a man he can greatly use.  He shakes the earth through him.

You pray and you live, as one who does “not consider my life of any account as dear to myself, so that I may finish my course and…the task of testifying of the Gospel of the grace of God”, and like Paul, you also are a vessel for the master’s best use.  (Acts 20:24) 

See also how this prayer proceeds: by extolling God’s authority over the entire creation and the absolute power of his word to determine all that happens.  
Verses 24-25:  “You made the heaven and the earth, the sea, and everything in them.  You spoke by the Holy Spirit through the mouth of your servant, our father David:  “Why do the nations rage and the people’s plot in vain?  The kings of the earth take their stand and the rulers gather together against the Lord and against his Anointed One.”

God created all things by his word; he rules over all things by his word.  Prophecy, revelations from God about what must happen long before it does, makes this clear.  Psalm 2 is quoted because it is prophecy fulfilled not only in the crucifixion of our Lord but in the persecutions believers now faced.  
Verses 27-28:  “Indeed Herod and Pontius Pilate met together with the Gentiles and the people of Israel in this city to conspire against your holy servant Jesus whom you anointed.  They did what your power and will had decided beforehand should happen.  Now, Lord, consider their threats…”

Remember, Peter was a prayer leader here.  These words echo his message at Pentecost:  “This man,” he had said, “was handed over to you by God’s set purpose and foreknowledge.”  (Acts 2:23)  

It is one thing to know in your head that God is sovereign over all that happens, but it can be hard to connect this to our own lives, but Peter was doing exactly that.  God vindicated his Son by raising him from the dead.  He would vindicate his Son again in the midst of attempts to suppress the truth about him.  “Now, Lord, consider their threats…”
You believe, don’t you, that the Cross was God’s plan from all eternity?  Otherwise how could the prophets have written as they did?  You believe also that Judas was predestined to betray Jesus, like Jesus said.  You believe that everything that led up to the Cross was predestined – Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem, the healings, the proclamation of mercy, the triumphal entry – all these things and so many more were foretold by the prophets.      

As much as anything, the Cross tells us not only about God’s mercy but his sovereignty.  It tells us how God works, that he rules over human affairs and people’s hearts, over death, over nature, over all.  All did his bidding.  His word determined everything and does and will, because it is his word.  This is how God works without fail.

You believe, don’t you, that the Cross was God’s plan from all eternity?  And that Judas was predestined to betray Jesus?  And that everything that led up to the Cross was predestined – Jesus’ birth in Bethlehem, the healings, the proclamation of grace, the triumphal entry – these things & so many more were foretold by the prophets.  

Know the same is true of your own life.  Know that your coming to faith in Christ is a result of your being “predestined according to the purpose of him who works all things after the counsel of his own will” (Eph. 1:11); that you “have been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, for obedience to Jesus Christ” (I Pet. 1:2); that you are “holy and dearly loved” (Col. 3:12)

As with Peter, know this especially in hard places, when forces are afoot to drown the light of your testimony for Christ.  Here is where confidence is found.  So our prayer is not, “I’m in trouble; God, you have abandoned me.”  Rather, it is, “Here we are Lord.  I’m glad you were here first and you know what you are doing.  Enable me to do your will.”

This is how the believers concluded their prayer:  “Now Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness...”  

This was not prayer in the flesh but in the Spirit.  Their chief concern was not for their skin but God’s honor.  They did not complain or pray as if the Lord were unaware or disinterested or had somehow abandoned them.  How could they when they knew that in all things, God is bringing his will to pass?  Instead they asked for strength.  They asked for God to shake the earth, and how he honored them!  
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