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Acts 4:19-20
But Peter and John 
answered them, 
“Whether it is right 
in the sight of God to 
listen to you rather 
than to God, you must 
judge, for we cannot 
but speak of what we 
have seen and heard.” 

BIG IDEA

THREE OBSERVATIONS ABOUT 
CORPORATE PRAYER

SCRIPTURE PASSAGE: ACTS 3:1-26
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ACTS 4:1-31 [ESV}

1 And as they were speaking to the people, the priests and the 
captain of the temple and the Sadducees came upon them, 
2 greatly annoyed because they were teaching the people and 
proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection from the dead. 3 And they 
arrested them and put them in custody until the next day, for it 
was already evening. 4 But many of those who had heard the word 
believed, and the number of the men came to about five thousand. 
5 On the next day their rulers and elders and scribes gathered 
together in Jerusalem, 6 with Annas the high priest and Caiaphas 
and John and Alexander, and all who were of the high-priestly 
family. 7 And when they had set them in the midst, they inquired, 
“By what power or by what name did you do this?” 8 Then Peter, 
filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Rulers of the people and 
elders, 9 if we are being examined today concerning a good deed 
done to a crippled man, by what means this man has been healed, 
10 let it be known to all of you and to all the people of Israel 
that by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, 
whom God raised from the dead--by him this man is standing 
before you well. 11 This Jesus is the stone that was rejected by you, 
the builders, which has become the cornerstone. 12 And there is 
salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven 
given among men by which we must be saved.” 13 Now when 
they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they 
were uneducated, common men, they were astonished. And they 
recognized that they had been with Jesus. 14 But seeing the man 
who was healed standing beside them, they had nothing to say 
in opposition. 15 But when they had commanded them to leave 
the council, they conferred with one another, 16 saying, “What 
shall we do with these men? For that a notable sign has been 
performed through them is evident to all the inhabitants  
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of Jerusalem, and we cannot deny it. 17 But in order that it may 
spread no further among the people, let us warn them to speak no 
more to anyone in this name.” 18 So they called them and charged 
them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. 19 But Peter 
and John answered them, “Whether it is right in the sight of God 
to listen to you rather than to God, you must judge, 20 for we 
cannot but speak of what we have seen and heard.” 21 And when 
they had further threatened them, they let them go, finding no 
way to punish them, because of the people, for all were praising 
God for what had happened. 22 For the man on whom this sign of 
healing was performed was more than forty years old.

The Believers Pray for Boldness
23 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, 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.

 



As we approach the 4th chapter of Acts, let’s take a deep breath and look around. What do we see? 
What has the Holy Spirit already begun to form in this early stage of the church, internally? What kinds 
of things are happening in the world around them, externally? To help us consider these things, we have 
included a common organizational development tool called a S.W.O.T. Analysis at the end of this weeks 
field guide. S.W.O.T. is an acronym for strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. But first, lets 
unpack the story a bit. 
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As the power of the gospel increases, 
so does its opposition from those in 
perceived power. 

BIG IDEA

Boldness in the face of Trouble
Following the incredible healing of the man at the Beautiful Gate, 
the man jumps up and starts to praise God by leaping! Can you 
imagine the sight this must have been? He then enters the temple 
for the first time by himself, along with Peter and John. Those 
who see him walking are blown away! So they follow them and 
rush into Solomon’s Porch where he is standing with Peter and 
John as they take advantage of the assembled crowd and preach 
about Jesus. Their bold appeal called the listeners to repent and 
believe in the resurrected Jesus. However, they were not preaching 
rules; they were preaching new life in Christ through the resurrection. Likewise today, our preaching, 
teaching and the sharing of our faith is not about adopting a set of moral rules so that people are more 
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acceptable before God. Rather, it is about pointing people to the risen Lord Jesus, who alone makes us 
acceptable. He alone is our champion, the hero of the entire Bible and our lives, and the One of whom 
the Spirit testifies. He is our message. He is our theme. So that we may say with Paul, “We proclaim him, 
warning and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone mature in Christ.” 
(Colossians 1:28)

Back to the story: The priests, temple police, and some Sadducee’s hear Peter and John preaching 
about Jesus and His resurrection and become extremely annoyed. So they seize them and throw them 
in jail for the evening. The next day, Peter and John are brought before the Sanhedrin to be questioned. 
The Sanhedrin is the senate and supreme court for the Jewish nation. It is both religious and political. 
It contained 70 members and one presiding high priest, who was considered the voice of God in the 
earth. In all, there are no less than 11 different groups or individuals opposing these followers of 
Jesus here: Priests and the Sadducee’s; Rulers, elders, scribes; and others from the family of the high 
priest, the captain of the temple; Annas, the former high priest, his son-in-law and current high priest, 
Caiaphas, John, and Alexander.¹ 

The Sanhedrin demands that Peter and John tell them by what power they perform this miracle. 
They wanted a name, for even they knew that the power was associated with a character. So, filled 
with the Holy Spirit, Peter and John proclaim the resurrection of Jesus to the very group that tried to 
silence Jesus by killing him. The Sanhedrin is amazed at the boldness of Peter and John and clearly 
recognize that they had been with Jesus. What a testimony and encouragement this is to us! God is not 
intimidated by our circumstances, and we shouldn’t be either. He is forever with us. And the Holy Spirit 
will often supernaturally empower us to accomplish His will. What we are seeing here is a fulfillment of 
Jesus’ words from Luke 21:12-15 when Jesus says,  

“12 But before all this they will lay their hands on you and persecute you, delivering you up to 
the synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought before kings and governors for my name’s 
sake. 13 This will be your opportunity to bear witness. 14 Settle it therefore in your minds not 
to meditate beforehand how to answer, 15 for I will give you a mouth and wisdom, which none 
of your adversaries will be able to withstand or contradict. 16 You will be delivered up even by 
parents and brothers and relatives and friends, and some of you they will put to death. 17 You 
will be hated by all for my name’s sake. 18 But not a hair of your head will perish. 19 By your 
endurance you will gain your lives.”

God is not intimidated by our 
circumstances, and we shouldn’t  be 

either. He is forever with us.

          1 David Guzik, “Study Guide for Acts 4,” Blue Letter Bible, , accessed February 26, 2018, https://www.blueletterbible.org/Comm/
guzik_david/StudyGuide2017-Act/Act-4.cfm?a=1022024.



So the Sanhedrin sends Peter and John out of the council 
chamber so they can confer. Knowing that they could 
not deny the miracle of the paralyzed man (the man was 
healed in broad daylight for everyone to see), nor could 
they further punish them without causing a riot (bringing 
even more attention to them), they are the ones that 
are now paralyzed about what to do. So they decide to 
forbid Peter and John from healing in the name of Jesus 
or saying the name of Jesus at all. These leaders act of our 
fear for their own futures and possibly losing their power 
and influence rather than out of fear of God. 

Should Peter and John comply with these powerful 
authorities, knowing that a wrong response could be 
fatal? The New American Standard Bible reads their 
response this way: “We cannot stop speaking about what 
we have seen and heard”. They had seen with their own 
eyes and touched with their own hands the resurrected 
Lord Jesus. 

Importantly, while we are called to obey rulers and 
authorities on earth (Romans 13:1-7), we aren’t to do 
so in ways that clearly contradict God’s word. If you are 
ever faced with an absolute decision in which you must 
obey God or the authorities, you can be certain that 
obeying the God is the way to go. Doing so can be risky, 
but disobeying God’s explicit Word should never be an 
option. Like Peter and John, our primary aim must always 
be to please the Father. May God grant us the boldness 
and the wisdom in to speak about the gospel of hear Son. 

After they are released, Peter and John return to their 
friends and tell them everything that has happened. In 
this scene, we see the Church practicing good listening 
skills, and  empathizing with what they had just gone 
through. And then, with one voice, they collectively turn 
their attention to the Sovereign Lord in prayer. 

Pastor and Theologian Timothy 
Keller writes on the evangelistic 
edge of the early church,

“They were both attractive and growing, 
yet hated and attacked. This description 
of the early church cuts us two ways. If on 
the one hand, we experience no attacks 
or persecution for our faith, it means 
we simply are being cowards. We are 
not taking risks in our witness, we are 
not being bold. On the other hand, if we 
experience attacks without fruitfulness 
and attractiveness (i.e., we get lots of 
persecution and no affirmation), it may 
mean that we are being persecuted for 
being harsh or insensitive. Jesus said 
we would only be blessed if we were 
persecuted “for righteousness’ sake.” It is 
quite possible (indeed, it is very normal) 
for Christians to be persecuted not for 
their faith, but for their discourtesy, 
insensitivity, and lack of warmth and 
respect in their dealings with others. 
Insensitive, harsh Christians will have 
persecution but not praise. Cowardly 
Christians will have praise but not 
persecution. Most Christians (whose walk 
with God is weak) actually get neither! 
But Christians who are closest to Jesus 
will get both, as he did.” ¹
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Three Observations About Corporate Prayer
First, their prayer calls on the nature of God and not the actions of their enemy (vv. 24-30). They 
address God as “Master” or “Sovereign Lord”. This title ascribes absolute authority and rule to God. The 
church, from the outset, reminded themselves of God’s control of all things. The Greek word here for 

          1 Timothy Keller, Evangelism: studies in the Book of Acts (New York: Redeemer Presbyterian Church, 1996).
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Lord is not the usual word we see for Lord in the New Testament. It is the word despotes and it was used 
of a master or ruler who had power that could not be questioned. They had confidence because they 
knew that their God was the One in control with unchallengeable power! Everything that was, and is, 
and will be answers to Him. 

          1 Tony Merida, Exalting Jesus in Acts, ed. David Platt, Daniel L. Akin, and Tony Merida, Christ-centered exposition (Nashville, TN: 
B&H Publishing Group, 2017).

Secondly, their prayer was rooted in the Word (vv. 
25-28). In quoting Psalm 2:1-2, the church reminds 
itself of God’s providence over all history. Psalm 2 in 
its entirety describes the victory of the Lord and his 
Anointed One against the conspiracy of the nations. 
Equipped with a Christ-centered understanding of 
Scripture, the church rightly understand Psalm 2 as 
foretelling gospel events. 

Thirdly, their prayer is for the mission over their own 
personal comfort and safety (vv. 29-30). The church 
aligns itself with Christ and his sufferings. In this hostile 
first-century context, having more boldness meant more 
gospel preaching, but that preaching would inevitably 
put believers in difficult circumstances. In their mission, 
then, the church prayed for boldness and perseverance 
rather than comfort. They knew Jesus was worth 
more than their lives. Suffering is unavoidable for the 
Christian. In every generation the gospel always cuts 
against cultural convictions and norms in some way. Paul 
encourages us in this when he writes in 1 Timothy 3:12, 
“All who want to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be 
persecuted”. This reminds us that the ultimate goal of our 
intercession should always be focused around one result, 
that the gospel of the Kingdom and its present reigning 
King will continue to be advanced in the earth. ¹

After the church prays, God awesomely answers (v. 
31). Peter and John were shaken by the Sanhedrin, but 
Almighty God shook the church and gave them boldness 
as a result. They were again filled with the Spirit and 
continued to speak the gospel with boldness. What will 
it take for us to see a move of the  Spirit like we see here 
in Acts? As we ponder this, let’s examine some strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities and threats that we see in the 
early church. 

“They had 
Been with 

Jesus” 
What would our cities 

look like today, if more 
than anything else, 

Christians were known 
for having been with 

Jesus? 

Believe it or not, 
that was the idea! 

That the church, the 
called-out ones, would 
be those that have been 

changed by Jesus, are 
becoming more like Jesus, 
and doing what Jesus did. 

Feeling Low By Will Reagan

Do you find yourself feeling defeated 
by attacks of the enemy and struggling 
to overcome them? Be encouraged by 

this song from Will Reagan.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AVD-J_J4Z2s
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Goals Oriented
Strength in Numbers
Multicultural
Creative
Community Presence

Divided
Segregated
Critical
Politicized
Apathetic
Hypocritical

Discipleship
Spread of the Gospel
Reconciliation
Marketplace Impact
Keys of the Kingdom

Fatherlessness
Tolerance 
Intolerance
Gentrification
Cultural Influence
Confusion
Godless Education
Separation of Church & State

Pride
Bigotry
Prejudice
Timid
No Power
Religious

Filled with the Spirit 
Corporate Prayer
Devotion to God’s Word  
Devotion to one another
Boldness
Generosity

OF THE EARLY CHURCH OF THE AMERICAN CHURCH 

Inexperience
Uneducated
Lack of influence
Jewish/Gentile conflicts
Administration

Bear Witness
Gospel Advancement Around the World
Multicultural
Household Salvation
Exponential Growth
Signs & Wonders

Religious Establishment
Influence of the Dominant Culture
    • Greed & Dishonesty
    • Sexual Perversion
    • Idol Worship & Polytheism
Heresy
Persecution& Suffering
Death

Political Influence
Passion
Multi-faceted
Perseverance

Compare the following two S.W.O.T. Analysis’s. One is of the early church (taken 
from the Book of Acts), and the other is of the present  American Church (taken 
from those in attendance at our most recent Sunday gathering).
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What differences between the early church and the American church jump 
out at you?

What would you add or take away from the S.W.O.T. Analysis of the American 
Church? Why?

Have you ever been in a position where you had to disobey an authority 
because what they were asking you to do violated God’s Word?

In what ways does the perceived “American Dream” contradict the mission 
of God’s Kingdom? 

In light of what we have seen thus far with the early church, what kind of 
church do you think Detroit needs to see?

Reflect & Discuss




