Bible Study 14 – Acts 4:23-31 - The church prays for boldness!

We pick up where we left off last week and so read: When they were released, they went to their friends and reported what the chief priests and the elders had said to them. 24 And when they heard it, they lifted their voices together to God and said, “Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and everything in them, 25 who through the mouth of our father David, your servant,[d] said by the Holy Spirit,

“‘Why did the Gentiles rage,

and the peoples plot in vain?

26 The kings of the earth set themselves,

and the rulers were gathered together,

against the Lord and against his Anointed’—

27 for truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, 28 to do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place. 29 And now, Lord, look upon their threats and grant to your servants to continue 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 And when they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God with boldness.

1. When the apostles were released from prison they reported to the church: 23 When they were released, they went to their friends and reported what the chief priests and the elders had said to them. 

a) After a short incarceration and interrogation Peter and John were released by the authorities with a warning not to preach and do good in the name of the Jesus. 

It is hard to believe but we have almost returned to that situation in our radically secular Western World, where Christians have lost their jobs for speaking about Jesus, or wearing a cross in the workplace, or even for praying for a patient. I know Christians who run charitable works who are almost afraid to mention the name of Jesus just in case it offends someone. And I am not talking about being pushy or discriminating on the grounds of religion! We need Christians today like the apostles who could say, I am not ashamed of the gospel… 

b) Peter and John related all that had happened to them and the warning they had received to the church in Jerusalem. Note they are friends and family in fellowship in and through Jesus. There is community, and camaraderie as well as common cause. This is something that the church is called to cultivate in every generation.

c) We are reminded in the apostle’s reaction that to be forewarned is to be forearmed in a spiritual and psychological sense. Hence, we are to put on the full gospel armour. [see Galatians 6]

2. The church responds in praise and prayer to God: 24 And when they heard it, they lifted their voices together to God and said, “Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and everything in them,

a) Their trust is in Almighty God, the Maker of heaven and earth and all things. Who is working out his plans and purposes. God is with them and for them…

b) They collectively thank the Lord for the restoring Peter and John to them… 

c) The church demonstrates its theocentric outlook in worship, work and witness. 

3. The church recalls and reiterates God’s revelation: 25 who through the mouth of our father David, your servant, said by the Holy Spirit, “‘Why did the Gentiles rage, and the peoples plot in vain? 26 The kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers were gathered together, against the Lord and against his Anointed’ 27 for truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, 28 to do whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place. 

a) The church reflects on the fulfilment of Psalm 2 in the conspiracy against Jesus, as well as his condemnation and crucifixion. He is the Christ (which means ‘anointed one’) who is the only begotten Son of God… The sacred scripture had foretold these things. The church father, Augustine of Hippo rightly wrote, ‘the new [testament] was in the old concealed; the old [testament] is in the new revealed.’

And hence it is vital that we ever remember, like the early church did, that the chief purpose of the word in scripture is to reveal the Word Incarnate and the Good News which is bound up with him. It reveals our need of him and shows us what it means to follow him. 

b) The church recalls the significance of the person and the place and the people in the events of Christ’s passion. And so, Jesus is God’s holy servant who willingly came to do the Father’s will for the salvation of the world. The place is Jerusalem, the holy city, where God dwelt among his people, where the Temple is located, and where the feasts and sacrifices that typified and pointed to Christ’s cross and supreme sacrifice outside the gate are located. The people are Jews and Gentiles alike for Christ is the Saviour of the world. And therefore, the church is to go preach Christ crucified and risen to the ends of the world beginning in Jerusalem. Such is God’s willingness to forgive and restore to fellowship fallen humanity. Such is his love. ‘God so love the world that he gave his only begotten Son that whoever believes on him will not perish but have eternal life.’

c) The church recognises the predestined and providential hand of God in these pivotal events. And also in all things. And that is why Jesus could say to his disciples: Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? And not one of them will fall to the ground apart from your Father. 30 But even the hairs of your head are all numbered. 31 Fear not, therefore; you are of more value than many sparrows (Mt.10:29-31).

The early church genuinely believed that Almighty God was in control and that all things were working for the good of those that loved him. Do we?

Radical liberal theologians, following the lead of atheistical authors of the late 19th and 20 centuries have concluded that God is dead. Others, following the lead of the 18th century deists, take the view that God is distant and uninvolved for the most part in his creation. The biblical authors have a very different view of God as both transcendent and imminent. As sovereign in and over all things. As intimately involved in the lives of his people in particular! 

4. Therefore the church requests courage to continue Christ’s commission in word and work: 29 And now, Lord, look upon their threats and grant to your servants to continue 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.” 

a) The church turns to the living God who is omnipotent, omnipresent, and omniscient – all powerful, all-seeing, all-knowing, and all-wise. In him we live and move and have our being, says the apostle. 

b) The church trusts the living God to continue healing and making whole in and through the name of Jesus. In other words, the church is asking God is manifest his grace and glory through their ministry of word and sacrament and good deeds…

c) The church taking hold of God’s promises to be with them and for them asks for boldness in proclaiming Jesus Christ in word and work in the face of vociferous and violent opposition to God’s Gospel. 

5. The church is refilled with the Holy Spirit to continue its mission to the glory of God and the good of others: 31 And when they had prayed, the place in which they were gathered together was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God with boldness.

a) They are replenished in response to prayer. The Lord Jesus says, Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you. 

b) They are reaffirmed in the faith that God is with them and for them, and in them by his Spirit…

c) They are re-energised and ready to boldly proclaim the Good News near and far come what may… That is, they are equipped to make Jesus known with conviction, commitment, confidence, and courage. 

Questions

1. How should the church respond to opposition?

2. Why do you think the church is so divided today?

3. How would you interpret the phrase ‘Sovereign Lord’? What relevance has it to faith?

4. Do we need to pray for boldness today?

