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THE WORD AND THE SPIRIT - Acts 4:23-35 
(Witnesses • November 3, 2019) 

HOOK: ————————————————————————————————————————— 
How many of you have heard someone say, “I used to be a Christian, but I don’t believe anymore”? 

Then when you ask for an explanation for their unbelief, you hear some kind of hurt, hardship, or injustice 
produced a profound sense of disillusionment with God. They say something like, “If God exists, if Jesus were 
really alive and present, then _______ would not have happened to me.” 

Reality is, everyone who seeks to live life by faith eventually comes face-to-face with a very real 
dilemma: Faith is necessary to endure hardship and faith is developed by enduring hardship.  

Another thing to consider in light of this teaching series inviting us to live as witnesses Jesus’ good 
news: What will provide the best witness in a world that questions authenticity and thrives on skepticism? I 
think a little - or perhaps a lot - of how we answer that question betrays how much the “prosperity gospel” has 
infiltrated our thinking. Because if we’re honest, really honest, we believe having life all put together is the best 
witness for the gospel, right? <Illustration: American Dream life> 

As much as we’d like a comfortable, care-free life to be the best display the gospel, I think we’d all 
agree that a much more compelling witness actually comes from a life lived in faith when no ground for faith 
seems evident; in other words faith displayed through suffering, even more so chosen suffering. We also 
encounter this unwelcome but important truth of faith refined and displayed through suffering when we 
honestly read the Bible. In fact, it’s the theme of the story we’ll take a look at today in Acts 4. 

As we learned last week, Acts 4 records a change for the early church. In chapters 1, 2, and 3, 
everything was going well. The early disciples were popular. They were the next big thing in Jerusalem and 
were in favor with all the people. Peter preached sermons and thousands of people put their trust in Jesus. The 
believers experienced great relationships together, shared meals with one another, and took care of each other. 
No one had a need among them. Life was good! I can almost hear them saying, “Jesus was right, his Kingdom 
is awesome! We’ve received the power of the Holy Spirit and look at the results! Isn’t this amazing?!” 
But then comes chapter 4. Peter and John were arrested, and their lives were threatened by powerful leaders 
who told them to cease and desist all this Jesus nonsense. In other words, starting in chapter 4, we see the 
church face opposition and hardship for the first time, though certainly not the last time. And their response is 
noteworthy. 
BOOK: ————————————————————————————————————————— 

Acts 4:23-24a Their first impulse was to pray. Rather than cowering or complaining, these early 
disciples turned their attention upward. What follows is the longest prayer recorded in Acts and I don’t think 
that’s an accident. I believe the Holy Spirit, speaking through the author Luke, wants us to know prayer is the 
foundation of the church both then and now. By the way, if you ever want to know how to pray, a good place to 
start is simply praying the prayers of the Bible like this one! Don’t just read them, pray them. Let them shape 
you. As we read and look at this prayer today, I invite you to bring your current concerns, your struggles, your 
hardships and pray alongside these early disciples. 

Acts 4:24b-30 As we consider this prayer, let’s first note what they didn’t pray for. They didn’t pray for 
justice. They didn’t pray for a change in circumstances. They didn’t even pray for protection. In fact, they 
barely ask for anything. Two important themes emerge that we can take to heart as we pray: 

1. Their prayer is God-centered. 
Notice they are praying to God about God. They’re God-centered, not me-centered. “God, you’re this, 

you’re this, you’re this.” Do you know what’s ironic? When your prayers sound like: “I need this. I need this, I 
need this,” your eyes are actually on yourself rather than on God!  And because your eyes are on you, you’re 
not likely to get your needs met! Paradoxically, when you focus on God instead of your needs, your needs get 
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met. From the very beginning of the prayer, these early disciples cling to the reality that God is central, not their 
needs, not their circumstances. 

Fascinatingly, the Greek word they start with translated “Sovereign Lord” is despotes. That’s not the 
usual Greek word (kyrios) translated “Lord” in the NT. Do you see an English word hidden in that Greek word? 
Despot! Someone who has absolute power and control. Master to slave. Despotes is only used 3x in NT, 
including here. It brings front-and-center a sense of absolute, unconditional devotion and servitude. 

They acknowledge God not only as Sovereign Lord, but also as Creator. He designed and crafted 
everything - including each and every person - for his good purposes. They then pull Psalm 2:1-2 into their 
prayer. In other words, they are doing what I recommended you do: they’re praying the prayers of the Bible! 
The psalms are the prayer book of the Bible and are vital for shaping our prayer life. According to Psalm 2, evil 
is given some freedom in this world, but not ultimate freedom. God, behind it all, is working everything 
according to his good plan. Please note that this prayer is not merely positive thinking. It acknowledges the full 
extent of evil’s power and purpose while still clinging to hope in God’s rule. 

Then their prayer focuses in on one central example: Jesus’ crucifixion. In verse 27, they acknowledge 
that the powers of the day seemed to be in charge when Jesus was crucified. But then in verse 28, they’re 
saying, “Oh Lord, what a horrible thing it was that Jesus was killed, but we realize now that if he hadn’t been 
killed, we would not know you. We would not have our sins cleansed. There was a massive, brilliant goodness 
that came out of a terrible event.” You can hear the echoes of Joseph’s words all the way back in Genesis: 
“What evil meant for harm, God worked for good.” Their prayer was God-centered. The second theme: 

2. They saw their story through the lens of God’s story.  
After mostly focusing their prayer on God, they turn their attention to their circumstances. And when 

they do, they interpret their story through the lens of God’s story which means when they finally get around to 
asking God for something, it’s aligned with God’s purposes and priorities. Specifically, they seek strength and 
courage in the face of their suffering rather than the removal of their suffering, and they ask God to enable them 
and empower them to be witnesses in their suffering.  

When people say, “I was a Christian but then all these awful things happened and I just gave up because 
I can’t believe in a God who would let these things happen to me,” it's a sign they really weren’t serving God 
for God. They were serving God for themselves because once the benefits were gone, they saw no need for 
God. <Illustration: unfaithful friend> 

This prayer reminds me of Eugene Peterson’s book Answering God. In the book, Peterson invites us to 
think about learning to pray like a child learns to talk. Children only learn to talk when somebody talks to them 
first. The only reason you know how to speak is somebody spoke to you first and then you responded. That’s 
how you learned to talk. If nobody had spoken to you first, you would have just grown up saying, “Babble, 
babble, babble.” 

It’s exactly the same when it comes to prayer. Prayer is not talking to God so much as it’s answering 
what God has already said in the Bible. God has told us his story. He has revealed massive amounts about 
himself. He has poured out his heart to us. True prayer responds to what God has said. Otherwise we’re just 
babbling. Here in Acts 4, the disciples aren’t just talking to God, they’re answering God. Of course, they’re 
scared! They wouldn’t be praying for boldness if they weren’t scared. But they find confidence for their small 
story in the big story that God has been telling since the beginning of time, a story that one day will culminate 
with a cosmic reunion where God will make all things new. 

Here’s how I would summarize their prayer: “We’re going to think about God until it calms us down, 
then we’re going to talk to God until it makes us fearless.” Then, in verse 31, we see God respond. 

Acts 4:31a God responds with a sign of his presence and fresh filling of the Holy Spirit. This phrase 
“filled with the Spirit” has created all kinds of confusion amongst churches. It seems to imply they were empty 
a moment before, but their powerful prayer seems to indicate otherwise. What does it mean that they were filled 
with the Spirit? <Illustration: marriage relationship> The fullness of the Spirit that they experienced and that 
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we sometimes experience is a heightening of our awareness. Notice also, it’s not something they, or we, follow 
some formula to achieve. As Jesus said in John 3, the Spirit is like the wind blowing where it wishes. And when 
the Spirit falls on us, we revel in it without clinging to it! 

I emphasize this because sometimes we get into a trap of thinking that as Christians we should always be 
walking around on an emotional high of some kind. The level of your emotions or the purity of your convictions 
do not determine the quality or status of your relationship with God. We have an objective basis for our 
standing with God and it’s based on what Jesus has done for us not on our current emotional state.  

Lastly then, we see our story end with the results of a God-centered, Spirit-empowered prayer life: 
Acts 4:31b-35 In other words, they proclaimed good news boldly, lived in unity, and gave generously. 

And don’t miss the fact they responded this way even though their circumstances hadn’t changed. When we 
believe wholeheartedly in a good, sovereign, creator God who literally loves us to death and back, we can’t help 
but talk about it boldly. And those petty squabbles that want to divide us? Who cares! And how could we ever 
think we own anything. It all belongs to Him and is given to us so we can share in his amazing generosity! 
LOOK: ————————————————————————————————————————— 

You know, I don’t think it’s an accident this story ends with financial generosity. The primary reason we 
don’t give away more money is because we’re scared. Sure, greed is a factor; but for most of us, it’s more about 
fearfulness and clinging to money for security. When God is real in your heart, you don’t look to your savings 
or your investments or your stuff to give you a sense of security. You know God is the only one who makes you 
secure. That’s why radical generosity is the mark of a true disciple of Jesus. 

I want to emphasize a couple things and then I want to challenge you to put them into practice. First, this 
is one snapshot into what it looks like when we are disciples of Jesus with our finances. The phrase, “tithes and 
offerings” captures an overall view of biblical generosity. The tithe means giving the first 10% of what you earn 
to God as a regular habit reminding you to put your trust in God’s provision. The regular practice of tithing 
helps maintain a healthy heart like regular exercise and healthy eating help maintain a healthy body. In addition, 
regular tithes given to the church provide our leaders with all that it takes to be a church, things like maintaining 
this building, paying for specialized staff, supporting local and global missions, and so on. That only happens 
when each of us makes the faith decision to tithe. But the tithe is not where giving ends. The Bible also 
introduces the idea of offerings, and that’s what I see pictured in today’s story. Rather than displaying tithing, 
the language more likely indicates they occasionally sold off possessions to care for specific needs. It’s a second 
type of giving that’s above and beyond the tithe. We do it because we are so enamored with God that we want 
to give lavishly like God does. 

The second thing I want to emphasize is that they put their money at the apostle’s feet for distribution. I 
highlight this because we live in a day and age where formal institutions and their leaders are increasingly 
distrusted, including churches. I regularly hear well-meaning Christians talk about how they don’t give to the 
church but instead choose their own organizations to give to. Please hear me: I’m not saying it’s wrong to give 
to other organizations; rather I’m saying it’s often motivated by a distrust of church leadership and a desire for 
personal control. Part of trusting God is trusting the imperfect leaders he chooses for his church. I’m not saying 
check your intelligence at the door and blindly trust. But if this is your church, then give your money here so 
our spiritual leaders can lead us to be all we can be in Hillsboro and beyond! 
TOOK: ————————————————————————————————————————— 

So now I want to invite you to put this story into practice in a tangible way. As you likely know, Sonrise 
is well known as a year-round source of generosity to the least, the last, and the lost in our community. We do 
some of this through our operating budget. But most of it comes through what’s called our Mercy fund, a fund 
outside our operating budget in which all the money goes toward meeting needs in our community. Heather 
Brown serves as our Mercy Coordinator. Heather has served on our staff team longer than anyone else, 
including Pastor James! She is wise, generous, and merciful on behalf of our church. Did you know that this 
year so far, we’ve spent over $53k outside our regular budget meeting needs in our community? And that’s 
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before the holiday season during which we’ll almost double that. I asked Heather what the money has covered 
and here’s what she told me: rent, utility bills, emergency hotel accommodations, bus passes, grocery gift cards, 
eye glasses, beds, coats, medical needs, crisis counseling, food bags for DHS to give families in crisis, funeral 
ceremonies for people who have no church of their own. We paid for birth certificates & IDs so people could 
find employment. And, as you know, the holidays are coming quickly. During the holidays, we provide a 
Thanksgiving meal and food & gifts at Christmas for those who can’t afford them. Just to give you an idea of 
the scope: last year we helped over 175 children & their families. 

Here’s where I want to meddle a little and get really specific. I want everyone to reach forward and grab 
a giving envelope from the chair back in front of you. These envelopes are there every week for you to use. 
Notice you can designate your money to the general fund or to mercy or a mission trip or otherwise. Today, I’m 
going to ask you to use one of those envelopes and give above and beyond your regular giving for our Mercy 
fund. Think how awesome it would be if we filled that fund to overflowing so Heather can be generous on our 
behalf during the holiday season! 

Now, even as I say that, I know many of you have the same problem I do: you don’t carry cash or a 
checkbook anymore, right? Many of you don’t even carry a wallet because you can do everything on your 
phone. Did you know that’s true of your giving as well? All you have to do is bring up a browser on your phone 
and go to www.isonrise.com/give and follow several simple steps. I invite you to do that right now! 

Imagine what would happen if everyone here today gave something. Imagine the glimpse of Jesus we’d 
be presenting in Hillsboro and beyond through our lavish generosity. 

I want to conclude today by focusing again on Jesus. I absolutely want us to be generous, but I want it to 
be because we’re enamored with Jesus, we can’t help but give sacrificially like he did. Look again at verse 31. 
It says the place was shaken. In other words, some kind of earthquake happened. Read through your Bible and 
you see earthquakes commonly associated with God’s presence. These believers put their confidence in the 
death, burial and resurrection of Jesus which, if you remember, were accompanied by earthquakes. According 
to Matthew 27:45, when Jesus cried out and gave up his Spirit on the cross, the earth shook. Then magnificently 
in Matthew 28:2, on that first Easter Sunday, another earthquake rolled the stone away from Jesus’ tomb and 
Jesus rose from the dead forever defeating sin and death. Jesus Christ says to each and every one of us: “I was 
shaken to pieces so you could become unshakeable. I took what you deserve so you could know my love.” My 
friends, no matter what you face in life, put your trust in Jesus and become unshakeable. Because the reality is, I 
don’t know why suffering happens. But I do know we can face the future with confidence when Jesus gets 
involved in our suffering. He is worthy of our trust. Let’s pray. 

 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Discipleship Questions 

(Community, Women’s, Men’s Groups plus Family and Friends) 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

THE WORD AND THE SPIRIT - Acts 4:23-35 
 
HEAD: These questions help you examine the truth of God’s Word. 
 
1. What in this text (Acts 4:23-35) impacted you the most? Why? 
 
HEART: These questions help you wrestle with what you believe. 
Everyone who seeks to live life by faith eventually comes face-to-face with a very real dilemma: Faith is 
necessary to endure hardship and faith is developed by enduring hardship.  

http://www.isonrise.com/give
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2. Share a current story how your faith was developed during a hardship or suffering?  
 
3.Two important themes emerge that we can take to heart as we pray like the early church: Their prayer is God 
centered and they saw their story through the lens of God’s story. Describe your current prayer life? What is one 
area you desire to grow in your prayer life? 
 
HANDS: These questions help you bring the truth into your everyday life. 
 
4. Get in groups of two or three and practice praying the following prayer. 
 
By the way, if you ever want to know how to pray, a good place to start is simply praying the prayers of 
the Bible like this one! Don’t just read them, pray them. Let them shape you. As we read and look at this 
prayer today, I invite you to bring your current concerns, your struggles, your hardships and pray alongside 
these early disciples. 

The Believers Pray for Courage 

23 As soon as they were freed, Peter and John returned to the other believers and told them what the leading 
priests and elders had said. 24 When they heard the report, all the believers lifted their voices together in prayer 
to God: “O Sovereign Lord, Creator of heaven and earth, the sea, and everything in them— 25 you spoke long 
ago by the Holy Spirit through our ancestor David, your servant, saying, 

‘Why were the nations so angry? 
    Why did they waste their time with futile plans? 
26 The kings of the earth prepared for battle; 
    the rulers gathered together 
against the LORD 
    and against his Messiah.’ 

27 “In fact, this has happened here in this very city! For Herod Antipas, Pontius Pilate the governor, the Gentiles, 
and the people of Israel were all united against Jesus, your holy servant, whom you anointed. 28 But everything 
they did was determined beforehand according to your will. 29 And now, O Lord, hear their threats, and give us, 
your servants, great boldness in preaching your word. 30 Stretch out your hand with healing power; may 
miraculous signs and wonders be done through the name of your holy servant Jesus.” 

 
HABITS: These questions help you develop behaviors that change your life and others. 
 
5. Lastly then, we see our story end with the results of a God-centered, Spirit-empowered prayer life: 
Acts 4:31b-35 In other words, they proclaimed good news boldly, lived in unity, and gave generously. 
 
As a group figure out a way the you can give generously and radically to someone that is hurting or suffering. 
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