PRAYER IN THE CHURCH OF ACTS

Today we’re continuing a series on the church in Acts. The series is preparing us in advance for a period from 6th June to 6th July called “Four Weeks of Community”, when there will be four challenges. To get involved in a small group if you are not in one now. If you are in a small group to discern what God is saying for your spiritual development. To consider becoming a church member, And to consider becoming a small group leader (even if you are quite tall). In effect, this series is encouraging us be the authentic people of God, different from the rest of humanity, but which reaches out in love to the world. Two weeks ago Wayne began the series by talking about how the church of Acts was together (in the morning) and devoted (in the evening). Today….

There was a missionary in the jungles of Africa. One day, during a trip, he got separated from his group and found himself face to face with a snarling lion. Not knowing what else to do, he did what many people would do, he called out to God in this time of desperate need. He prayed and asked that God would make this a Christian lion. Seems logical, a Christian lion would certainly be less likely to tear him limb from limb. To his amazement, the lion dropped to its knees and began to pray. Relief flooded over the missionary until he heard the words coming from the lion’s mouth, “…and bless this food to my body, Amen.” 

Yes, the life of a Christian, will be marked with prayer. It’s what Christ was passionate about and to be our passion as well. Today we’ll consider prayer in Acts and, I hope, we’ll want to emulate their devotion for prayer in community. When we talk about prayer in Acts it’s also worth remembering the acronym ACTS for a prayer structure. That means adoration, confession, thanksgiving, and supplication – A for adoration we love God, C for confession, we say sorry to him, T for thanksgiving, we give thanks for what he has done before we S for supplication ask for him to do things. The missionary did Supplication, the lion Thanksgiving!

Let’s go to Acts 1 and 2. Remember the scene in the first church. At the start of Luke’s account, Jesus ascended to heaven and promised the disciples that he would send the gift of the Holy Spirit. So they waited in Jerusalem, 120 of them. Then on Pentecost came the sound of rushing wind, as the Holy Spirit came down on the believers in the form of tongues of flame on their heads. They were enabled to be understood in many languages and Peter preached in the power of the Holy Spirit to the many Jews in Jerusalem for the festival about Jesus and the salvation he offers. Let’s pick up the story from Acts 2:38-47 as Peter speaks to the crowd, who are now convinced that Jesus was the Messiah.

“Peter replied, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. The promise is for you and your children and for all who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God will call.” With many other words he warned them; and he pleaded with them, “Save yourselves from this corrupt generation.” Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were added to their number that day. They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved.”

Communal prayer was central to the life of the believers. For “they devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.” See how prayer fits perfectly into what I call a matrix of community. By fellowship they were together as a loving group, by the breaking of bread in the communion they were together before God in a meal, by listening to teaching they learnt together about God and by prayer they communicated together with their heavenly father. The word devotion suggests that much of their prayer was a form of adoration and thanksgiving to God.

I believe the prayer of the believers in the church of Acts was also confessional. Remember Peter’s call “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit……..” Those who accepted his message were baptized.” To do this they had to repent and confess, And I don’t believe they stopped confessing, remember the awesome power of God shown at Pentecost. As it says “everyone was filled with awe” and its that awe that convicts us of sin. They also understood how only by God’s grace were they “save themselves from this corrupt generation.”

They also prayed for miracles and God answered them powerfully. This is shown in the next sentence – “many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles”, of course in the power of the Holy Spirit who had just been given at Pentecost. Just after this passage at the start of Chapter 3 is the example of Peter and John going to the temple at prayer time and healing the lame man with the simple prayer “Silver or gold I do not have, but what I have I give you. In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk.” As James tells us “the prayer offered in faith will make the sick person well” while Peter shows what Jesus promised “my Father will give you whatever you ask in my name”. Can anyone mention any healing they have had?

So even in this short passage we see the powerful prayer life that the community of Acts had. They showed all aspects of the ACTS – adoration, confession, thanksgiving and supplication. But this is only one reference to the prayerfulness of the church of Acts. Communal prayer runs through the book of Acts like a golden thread. Consider the community awaiting the coming of the Holy Spirit in Chapter 1. After Jesus’ departure, “They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers.” See again this is communal prayer but very continual, reminiscent of the persistent widow who Jesus commended for not letting go of her case. And the church was born out of a prayer meeting, not a sermon, not worship, not even communion. 

The same group later gave prayer for a decision for who should take over from Judas as the twelfth Apostle in 1:24-25 “Then they prayed, “Lord, you know everyone’s heart. Show us which of these two you have chosen to take over this apostolic ministry, which Judas left to go where he belongs.” God has his perfect plan for choosing people for positions, whether in the church or outside and through prayer we are able to discern it. Does anyone have a testimony of employing the right person through prayer?

And later, as recorded in Chapter 4, when Peter and John had been released from the hands of the Sanhedrin, the church prayed at length, giving thanks for how God’s plan was being fulfilled through the life of Jesus and concluding “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.” After they prayed, the place where they were meeting was shaken. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly.” See how they prayed mainly for boldness in evangelism, in the face of persecution, but the outcome was also miracles of healing. God responded to their prayers with a mighty filling of the Holy Spirit, so they are indeed emboldened. Collective prayer…a key part of the DNA of the church of Acts.

Now, you may say, that’s all very well, but prayer is surely a private matter and not a communal one. Didn’t Jesus say “when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father” in Matthew 6:6? And isn’t it the case that in Mark 1:35 “very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.”  Yes, it’s true and personal prayer must have a central place in the life of a believer, be it informal or in a structure like 24/7. But I think God is telling us we also need to emulate the church of Acts in communal prayer. If you like, the church of Acts prayed privately, in their room together.

Beyond Acts, there’s a lot of evidence from Scripture that God loves it when his people pray together. As Jesus pointed out in Matthew 18:19-20 “I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.” The promise of Jesus’ presence to intercede for our prayers is particularly given to requests to God made collectively. See too how the Lord’s prayer is not set in the singular but the plural “OUR father, who is in heaven” “Give US this day our daily bread” “Lead US not into temptation”. Remember the church is the bride of Christ, not just the individuals in it. What bridegroom doesn’t long to hear from his bride?

In James, the prayer for healing is to be collective “Is any one of you sick? He should call the elders of the church to pray over him”. In 2 Chronicles of the Old Testament, God promises to save his people as they pray for forgiveness collectively, “if my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land.” 

And yet, and yet. The times seem to be against collective prayer. In this church, you only have to see the lack of enthusiasm for church prayer meetings like Friday prayer to see that – we are between 4 and 7 usually (even though we have a blessed time – you’re missing a lot). Even in house groups prayer can be an add-on, perfunctory or forgotten – although I’m sure that is not always the case. Many people are not in prayer pairs or triplets. Maybe one reason for lack of enthusiasm is lack of time, we are all so busy and prayer is low down the agenda. Some of us might get shy about praying in a group so we seek to avoid the situation. It might be to do with our individualistic western culture. We don’t see the point of doing things in groups. But I wonder if our problem with prayer meetings goes deeper – we don’t get together to pray because we doubt that God will respond anyway? Or, we just find we can’t hear from him so we stop trying? How desperate are we – how hungry for God, his presence, his love, his power? As hungry as the church in Acts? 

With these challenges in mind I just want to conclude by considering how we could get the boldness and passion to pray like the church in Acts. I think there are at least three things we need to spur us on; prayer in community, prayer in power and prayer in expectation. 

Prayer in community. We’ve already seen that as obedient servants of God and our Lord Jesus we are called anyway to collective prayer, because God loves it, and Christ is with us when we pray together. But my experience is that collective prayer is amazing for a number of other reasons. It blesses the church. Coming together teaches us to care for one another – to be considerate of one another, and to love one another. This is the opposite of the world’s aim – “look out for number 1!” And group prayer brings unity. Have you ever been to a disunited prayer meeting – it wouldn’t last long. I seriously think that a disunited prayer meeting is a contradiction in terms. In prayer God brings us together and blesses us as in Psalm 133 “How good and pleasant it is when brothers live together in unity!….for there the LORD bestows his blessing, even life forevermore.”

And collective prayer blesses us individually too. God speaks powerfully to us through other people. They may receive words from God, pictures and visions that benefit our own spiritual growth. And especially if we are suffering personal dryness in our Christian lives, it is often a prayer meeting that helps us to get out of it, as others’ enthusiasm conveys itself to us – I can witness to that! Communal prayer is like weaving a tapestry where God is the weaver and the individual prayers are the coloured cords. Together by the end of the evening they make total sense. A beautiful and clear message from God is then evident. We will have new insights into a situation, into God and his character, into his plan for our lives and the church.

Let me give you an example from my life. I have had a repeated dream that we are living in quite a large Victorian house but I suddenly find a door, never before opened by us, that leads to large rooms under the roof, that have not be used for decades, with dust and old furniture, and a small patch of damp on the ceiling, showing the roof needs mending slightly. I was puzzled by this dream for a long time, but felt very convinced by an explanation at Friday prayer, that God has much more for me in terms of unused gifts than I know now, meaning I shall be able to manage things in my life that I am hesitant about now.

Prayer in Power. In my experience, the presence and power of the Holy Spirit is much greater in collective than individual prayer. Recall how Paul says in 1 Corinthians 4:20 “For the kingdom of God is not a matter of talk but of power”. And Jesus said “Which of you fathers, if your son asks for a fish, will give him a snake instead?……if you then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!” As someone prays powerfully, I often feel my hands start to shake, and I sense that feeling of awe as the Holy Spirit descends on the room, the same Holy Spirit that came on the apostles in Acts. 

And we need him. We need to return to that sense of God’s presence that we had when we were new Christians, or when we were baptised and the ministers prayed for our baptism in the Holy Spirit at the same time. But it’s hard to do alone, we need other praying Christians to again sense the Holy Spirit’s power, that wonderful sense of God’s presence. As Paul says in Romans 8:16 “The Spirit himself testifies with our spirit that we are God’s children” and in 5:5 “God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.” Only by the spirit can we know of our adoption and of God’s love for us. These texts are a strong counter to those who accuse the charismatic church as seeking warm fuzzy warm feelings. God sends us impressions of the Holy Spirit’s presence to strengthen our faith, which may indeed be overt like these but could equally be a gentle, still comforting presence. 

Prayer with expectation. Such feelings are good and God has an aim in mind from them - we’re not to seek mystic experiences for their own sake. Rather, God’s Holy Spirit presence gives us a sense of expectation, that God will do kingdom work through our prayers. There’s work to be done, and God wants us to particpate in it. So when we pray together we can pray in expectation that God will act. We don’t even need to know what to pray for as “the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express” – so we need to stop worrying about our prayers not being beautifully worded, nor praying in tongues….. God through collective prayer will develop in us the fruits of the Spirit for the benefit of our community - love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. And especially in group prayer he gives spiritual gifts like healing, prophecy and deliverances for his glory and the growth of his kingdom. Collective prayer can transform individuals, groups and communities for the better. It’s that expectation that animated the church in Acts. 

Perhaps you have heard of the massive church growth in Korea . The number of Christians in Korea has grown from virtually nil to a third of the population since the war. If you ask people there why the church has grown so much, they will say “because of prayer”. One of the largest churches in Seoul has a prayer meeting at 4.30 am every day – a church devoted to prayer. Equally, Spurgeon’s ministry in the nineteenth century was put down to one thing “because my people pray for me”. 

And lest you think it can’t happen in the UK today, I just want us to witness that we have seen God act many times in answer to our collective prayer. We have seen people at loggerheads being reconciled. I have seen immigration officers relent and offer permanent residency to a colleague of mine at LST who didn’t expect to get it. We have seen demons cast out from houses and from people who they were oppressing, and lives transformed as a consequence. Some of us have seen a person in a wheelchair with a bottle of oxygen due to emphysema suddenly run round a church in joy at his healing. This was along with many others healings when Bill Johnson visited the River Centre last year. 

For inspiration finally look at these Chinese believers. Wouldn’t you like to pray like them? I think they are quite keen on prayer meetings….and things happen as a consequence.

So, to conclude, we need a balanced diet of prayer – individual and collective, as modelled by the church of Acts. Christ loves to hear from his bride, our collectivity – be it the church or the small group or the triplet. He wants his house to be a house of prayer, and his people a community of prayers. That community is one that non believers will long to belong to. Prayer changes the world and it can change the UK too! Why don’t we all pray as we feel led now ……come Holy Spirit……

