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 Jesus opened the Sermon on the Mount with what we call the Beatitudes. The eighth and last 

Beatitude on persecution is tripled. Jesus said: 
10“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for 

theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 11 “Blessed are you when others revile 

you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my 

account. 12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so 

they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” 

 The closing of the Beatitudes tells us how to respond to persecution—with rejoicing! Why? 

Because even in the midst of persecution, God is still on His throne. Listen to Matthew 5:12 again:  

“Rejoice and be glad, for great is our reward in heaven.” 

 One of the truths of v. 12 is that while it may be people or groups or even governments that 

persecute us for our faith in Jesus, it is God who is still in control and who governs all things. It is God 

who rewards His people for persevering and enduring persecution.  

When this truth has soaked deep into our hearts, we can respond to persecution the way the 

early church did in Acts 4:23-37. 

Acts 4:23-37 teaches the church how the early church responded to persecution. When we look 

in this text, we see their joy and confidence in Jesus caused them to respond in two ways: with bold 

biblical prayer and a bold gospel witness.  

I. Face Persecution with Bold Biblical Prayers (vv. 23-31) 

 In the last part of Acts 4, the narrative moves from preaching and persecution to prayer. Let’s 

consider the church’s prayer as they responded to persecution. Look in v. 23: 

When they were released, they went to their friends and reported what 

the chief priests and the elders had said to them.  

Our first response to persecution should be prayer. We should ask the church and our small 

group to pray for us as we strive to share the gospel with others.  

 It is easy to blow right past v. 23, given the circumstances. But notice what it says, they went to 

their friends to tell them what they had just experienced. Our first response is to go to our friends at 

church and ask them to pray. These were the people who cared about them the most and who loved 

Jesus in the same way they did.  

So, they went to their family and told them all that had happened to them. They were like 

missionaries giving an update on what God is doing through their work; as we see in the next verses, it 

led to prayer. 
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Here are a couple of practical applications: First, pray for our missionaries on a regular basis.  

Do you have any missionaries you pray for on a regular basis? I do. I am on several email lists where 

the missionaries send out regular updates of what they are doing and what they see the Lord doing 

where they are. I received three of these updates this week. 

Our missionaries are our friends that are at home and abroad, and they experience persecution 

to some degree on a regular basis. Their email updates are their way of telling their friends what is 

going on where they are serving. Let’s be a church that prays for missionaries. 

 Second, when we experience persecution and tribulation because of Jesus, let’s share that with 

our friends in our small groups or Gospel Life Groups, as we now call them at GABC.  

 As our Gospel Life Groups prepare to kick off a new year, let’s make sharing the gospel a 

priority and report to our group what we see the Lord doing. It might be that things are going 

smoothly, or it might be that sharing the gospel is a struggle and even cause some pushback. Share it 

with your group and pray that the Lord will open the hearts of the lost and give you boldness to press 

on sharing Christ. 

 Now, let’s look at their prayer in vv. 24-30. These verses give us a model for praying for the 

spread of the gospel in the midst of persecution. 

The primary theme of this prayer is God’s sovereignty. This is a powerful prayer in the face of 

persecution. We might think that given their circumstances, they might just begin with a simple prayer 

request, but they didn’t. 

The first thing we see is that in prayer, they responded by recognizing God’s sovereignty over 

everything and all circumstances. Look in v. 24: 

Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven and the earth and the sea and 

everything in them. 

  Peter and John may have been arrested, put in jail, and warned not to speak or teach in the 

name of Jesus, but that did not mean God was not sovereign over their situation. Just because it was a 

difficult situation did not mean God was not in charge and governing everything. They open their 

prayer with confidence in God’s sovereignty.  

 What do you do when you are faithful to God, and you experience persecution or tribulation 

because of the gospel? Are you quick to go to God in prayer and confess your confidence in God’s 

sovereign control?  

Most of us are probably quicker to complain to God before we confess confidence in God. If 

that is you, then let the prayer in vv. 23-24 reorient your heart to confidence in God’s sovereignty in 

the face of persecution and tribulation.  

 Second, they responded by praying Scripture. Look in vv. 25-26: 
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? 
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26 The kings of the earth set themselves, 

and the rulers were gathered together, 

against the Lord and against his Anointed’ 

 Verses 25-26 are from Psalm 2. Psalm 2 governed and guided their prayer in two ways:  

First, Psalm 2 ignited their prayer. Praying Scripture is a powerful way to let Scripture ignite 

your prayer. So, instead of you trying to be inspired in your prayer, look to God’s inspired word and let 

it ignite your prayer life. 

 Second, praying Psalm 2 fits their situation. In Psalm 2, the psalmist addressed how the nations 

raged against God’s Messiah and how God would sovereignly overcome their rebellion.  

 Think about it. These early Christians had seen Jesus persecuted. They saw Him arrested, 

stripped, beaten, unjustly accused, and tried. Then they saw Him nailed to a cross, but that was not the 

end. They witnessed Jesus rising from the dead triumphant over the grave. They saw the nations rage 

against God’s Messiah, and God overcome them. 

 Now, early in the life of the church, Peter and John had been arrested and charged to not 

preach in Jesus' name. They realized that the nations were still going to rage, but it didn’t matter—God 

was in control. 

 The third characteristic of their prayer is it returned to the theme of God’s sovereignty as it is 

seen in the person and work of Jesus. Look vv. 27-28: 

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. 

 The gospel was not God’s Plan B for redeeming His people. It was His sovereign plan from 

before the foundations of the earth. God planned from the beginning to send Jesus, His sinless Son, to 

take the wrath of God on the cross. Jesus, for the joy set before Him, willingly endured the cross and 

refused to see it as shameful. Jesus’ death satisfied God’s wrath against us. Jesus’ death earned the 

righteousness we need to stand before God as His children who are in right relationship with Him. The 

gospel is not Plan B but God’s sovereign Plan A. 

 Finally, in vv. 29-30, they concluded their prayer by asking the Lord to give them safety and 

security. Right? No, that’s not what they prayed.  

Look at their prayer in vv. 29-30: 

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. 

 They concluded their prayer by asking God for strength to run into the fight. They prayed a bold 

prayer that the gospel would go forth and that they would be faithful to the mission. They asked God 

to keep working out His sovereign purposes. 
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 Now, do not hear what I am not saying. I am not saying it is wrong to pray for protection or 

safety in the face of opposition and persecution.  

What I am saying is that we must put our fear in perspective. We must not prioritize safety and 

security above the mission to spread the gospel. Fear and risk are always part of the gospel mission; 

however, these concerns must be tempered by recognizing God’s sovereign control over all things.  

So, as we pray for protection and safety, we must also ask God for the boldness to take up our 

crosses and follow Jesus. We must prioritize the Great Commission above our safety and security. The 

mission matters more than our safety and security. 

 Verse 31 tells us that after the church had prayed this incredible prayer, the place was shaken. 

This is an amazing little verse that concludes our first point. Look in v. 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. 

 Verse 31 is God’s amen and approval of their prayer. Now, I must say that I have heard this 

verse preached and used to shame Christians in that their prayer life does not shake the ground or 

anything, but that is not the point of v. 31. 

 We can look back in Scripture and we see places where the ground was shaken. In Isaiah 6:4, 

the ground was shaken when Isaiah encountered the Lord in the throne room of the temple. Also, in 

Matthew 27:51, when Jesus died, and the curtain of the temple in the Holy of Holies was torn in two; 

the ground was shaken.  

 The significance of the ground shaking for the early church was to show them that God had 

heard their prayers and that He was with them. It was to confirm the New Covenant work of the 

church.  

 So, what do we learn from this prayer? First, this prayer teaches us to pray bold prayers that 

confess our complete dependence on God no matter what the circumstances. We should pray prayers 

that recognize God’s sovereignty and call for God’s justice in any and all situations where we or our 

friends face opposition and persecution because of the gospel. 

 Finally, this prayer teaches us the importance of unity to press forward with our gospel mission. 

The early church was united as one voice to do the one thing—carry out the Great Commission by 

proclaiming the saving work of God in Christ.  

 Brothers and sisters, let’s be a church that prays big prayers. Let’s pray prayers that are filled 

with a big God and bold requests. Let’s pray prayers that are guided and governed by God’s word. Let’s 

be people that are united by the mission of God to spread the gospel and pray for the lost to be saved 

and servants to be sent out to the nations. Let’s be people that when persecution and tribulation 

come, we do not default to prayers of only safety, security and protection but that we will stand firm 

and run to the sound of the battle. In the face of persecution, let’s pray bold, biblical prayers. 
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II. Face Persecution with a Bold Gospel Witness (vv. 32-37) 

 This last section of Acts 4 concludes the narrative that began in Acts 3 with the healing of the 

crippled beggar. However, it also opens the next narrative that leads into Acts 5.  

 Verses 32-37 are like a state of the church summary. We saw a summary similar to this in Acts 

2:42-47. Verses 32-34 are a beautiful picture of the community of faith after it has been persecuted for 

the first time.  

Persecution and tribulation can do one of two things to a church, it will crash and burn, or it will 

pull together and reveal the unity of the Spirit. What we see in this summary is the unity of the Spirit 

that has been given through the life, death, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ.  

 As we work through these final six verses of Acts 4, the question is: Are these verses 

prescriptive or descriptive for the church? The answer to that question is—Yes! Let me show you what 

I mean. 

 The early church was keeping the mission of spreading the gospel the main thing. Here is what I 

want you to see: Their oneness was a witness. 

 Look in v. 32. Verse 32 is the umbrella verse here that is unfolded in the remaining five verses: 

Now the full number of those who believed were of one heart and soul, 

and no one said that any of the things that belonged to him was his own, 

but they had everything in common. 

 First, their oneness was a witness in the midst of persecution. The first part of v. 32 says: 

Now the full number of those who believed were of one heart and soul. 

 Then notice what v. 33 says: 

And with great power, the apostles were giving their testimony to the 

resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all. 

 Their oneness was a witness to the power of the gospel. Remember in John 17:20-23, Jesus had 

prayed for the oneness of the church to be a witness to the world. Listen to Jesus’ prayer for His 

disciples and the church in John 17:20-23: 

“I do not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me 

through their word, 21 that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in 

me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world may 

believe that you have sent me. 22 The glory that you have given me I have 

given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, 23 I in them and 

you in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may 

know that you sent me and loved them even as you loved me. 

 Jesus' prayer was being answered through the unity of the early church. However, Jesus did not 

only pray for the early church, but He prayed for all churches that follow. He desired that we center 

our church on the work that He had done on the cross and His resurrection from the dead.  

 The temptation is to center a church on anything other than the gospel. If a church centers 

itself on anything other than the gospel of Jesus Christ, it may thrive for a season or a few years. 
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However, eventually, it will not continue to thrive or flourish because when the gospel is not the main 

thing, that means something else is. It might be a style of worship or cool facilities or hip leaders or 

entertainment or growth in numbers for the sake of growth. These methods will gather a crowd for a 

while, but they will not create a healthy church.  

 Here is the bottom line: The gospel-oneness is a powerful gospel-witness. This is prescriptive 

for the church to unite around gospel proclamation.  

This is the reason that we strive to center on the gospel in all facets of our church life. We strive 

to push all of our ministries through the sieve of the gospel. It is not always easy, and we are always in 

danger of being derailed from our mission. So, pray for your elders and pray for our leaders and pray 

that Grand’s gospel-oneness is a powerful gospel-witness. 

 Second, gospel-oneness should result in a gospel-witness displayed in gospel-generosity. Look 

in vv. 34-35: 

There was not a needy person among them, for as many as were owners 

of lands or houses sold them and brought the proceeds of what was sold 
35 and laid it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to each as any 

had to need. 

 You see, when persecution and tribulation hit our lives, what we tend to do is pull back from 

the church. We will pull back on ministering to others. We may withhold financial support because of 

uncertain times.  

However, the gospel calls us to live boldly in the face of persecution and tribulation. The gospel 

reminds us that this world is not our home, but we are laying up treasures in heaven in how we handle 

our money in this life. Jesus said in Luke 12:33-34: 

Sell your possessions, and give to the needy. Provide yourselves with 

moneybags that do not grow old, with a treasure in the heavens that 

does not fail, where no thief approaches and no moth destroys. 34 For 

where your treasure is, there will your heart be also. 

 The proper response to tribulation or persecution is giving generously and selflessly.  

Persecution and tribulation should not cause us to withhold our time, talent, and treasure from those 

in need in our body but push us to put our faith in God through Jesus Christ. Our oneness should be a 

witness displayed in generosity. 

 But here is the deal. We do not wait until there is not persecution to begin giving. Nor should 

we wait until our finances are in order to start giving. We prepare to give in times of tribulation and 

persecution by having a regular rhythm of giving. We work on our gospel-oneness as a gospel-witness 

right now, so when the hard times hit, we are disciplined in giving generously. 

Here is what I mean: Today is the first Sunday in August. On the first Sunday of every month, we 

ask our body to give, in addition to their regular tithes and offerings, to our Benevolence Fund. Our 

Benevolence Fund goes to help the members of our church who are in need. Let me encourage you to 

give to our Benevolence Fund.  
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In addition to our Benevolence Fund, let me encourage you to give to the general fund of our 

church on a regular basis. Sometimes we feel like we do not want to give to the general fund of our 

church because we are letting go of the control of our money.  

The money that we have is our not our money—it is God’s money. We are simply stewards of 

what God has given us, and one way God has given you to steward your money is by giving it to the 

local church of which you are a member.  

The vision of Grand is to center on the gospel and gospel ministry. The money given to Grand 

goes to those ministries: discipleship, missions, evangelism, counseling, worship, and benevolence.  

If you feel you cannot give unless you direct where it goes, or you only like to give to special 

needs or to designated funds, then you are still trying to hold on to what God has given you. My 

encouragement is to trust the Lord and cut the purse strings off of your heart, and simply give to your 

local church with no strings attached.  

Let’s conclude by looking at the example of Barnabas in v. 36. Barnabas is the example of 

gospel-oneness as a gospel-witness and gospel-generosity: 

Thus Joseph, who was also called by the apostles Barnabas (which means 

son of encouragement), a Levite, a native of Cyprus, 37 sold a field that 

belonged to him and brought the money and laid it at the apostles’ feet. 

 I am not saying you do what Barnabas did and go and sell everything and give it to the church 

(that is, unless that is what Jesus wants you to do).  

What is prescriptive for us in these last five verses is that we are to live lives driven by the 

importance of spreading the gospel. We are to live lives of selfless gospel-generosity seen in our care 

of one another, whether that is in service or finances. We should give generously to the local church 

for its spread of the gospel and care for its members.  

To give as Barnabas did is to fix your eyes on Jesus. It is to handle persecution and tribulation, 

knowing God is sovereign. May we live, give and pray knowing God is on His throne. 


