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What does the church in American need most today? 

Many rightly say, “We desperately need revival.” But how does revival come? 

If you take a look at church history you might say that a strong dose of persecution might do the trick.

Persecution, being mistreated or abused because of your faith, has always made the church stronger. It burns impurity out of the church. It drives away the nominal, worldly attenders, and separates the church from the world. 

Persecution drives the church to prayer. It unites the church in brotherly love. It often causes the church to expand numerically, especially in those areas where persecution is the most severe like Communist China.

Granted, I’m not ready to pray for persecution, because I’m not fond of suffering! I’ll leave it to the sovereignty of God, who knows what we need. 

But I do pray that we will be ready with the right response if and when we do face persecution, if and when we face trials and suffering. 

Our religious freedom in America is on thin ice. I don’t want to sound like an alarmist of some kind of doomsdayer but it is not inconceivable that one day we could face fines or imprisonment or have our children taken from us for insisting on the moral teachings the Bible. 

So we need to know in advance how to have the right respond to persecution.

I’m speaking here about something that most of us have not experienced firsthand. Sure, we may have suffered some kidding or even some hurtful comments because of our faith or some of our beliefs.

But I am pretty sure no one here has ever been imprisoned or beaten or had their property taken away from them because they are a Christian. 

As we look at our text this morning we will see principles here that also apply to having the right responds to trials in general. 

You may not have to face persecution like Christians in China or those in some Muslim countries, but we all will face life’s trials and difficulties

Too many Christians today have an inadequate theology or biblical understanding of suffering. 

When trials hit us we rage at God, rather than submit to Him. We think that we have a right to prosperity and good health. So because we don’t know how to respond to our trials, we grow bitter.

Our text reveals the response of the early church to persecution. 

If you would turn in your Bible to Acts 4:23.

We have already seen that Peter and John had been arrested, put in jail, and then threatened by the Jewish leaders because they had healed a lame man and then they preached the resurrection of Jesus Christ to the crowd. 

This snapshot shows them responding by drawing near to God in prayer. 

It also shows the care that the church had for its members and their continuing witness to the world. It teaches us that …

The Right Responds to persecution (or suffering) is to remain commitment to God, to God’s people, and to God’s work in the world.

(Knowing, Growing and Showing the Love of Christ.)

Let’s look at this passage together:

Acts 4:23: “When they were released [from jail, they had been put in jail, not because they healed a man, but because they did in the name of Jesus], they [Peter and John] went to their friends and reported what the chief priests and the elders had said to them. 

They had told them “not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus.” (Acts 4:18) Nobody minds when we as Christian do good in the community, give relief to needed or help for the poor.

What they object to is when we do it in the Name of Jesus because in doing so we are proclaiming Him as our risen Lord and Savior.

24 And when they heard it, they lifted their voices together to God and said, 

What follows is the prayer that one of the church leaders prayed:

“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? 

Faced with persecution they are praising the Creator, Sovereign God over all things. Then they quotes from Psalm 2 which prophesized about the Messiah and His suffering and death at the hand of His people.
26 The kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers were gathered together, against the Lord and against his Anointed’— 27for 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. 

They knew that God’s plan had come to fruitions through the suffering of Christ and the message of Christ would spread through their own suffering.

They knew that there suffering, temporary, but real was all a part of God’s plan so they prayed:

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.” 

For the second time in Acts the house rocked with prayer!

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. 

And in this prayer they found great unity.

32 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. 

And the gospel was proclaimed!

33 And with great power the apostles were giving their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all. 

And the gospel was put on display.

34 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 need. 36 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. 

As I read through this passage, I find three priorities that will lead us to a right response when we face hardship, whether it is outright persecution like these earlier Christians or when we are facing and going through our own suffering and trials.

When persecution (or suffering) comes, the first thing we need to do is to focus on God, not our suffering.

1. Our right responds to suffering or persecution is possible only when we are first dependent on God.

Persecution, or suffering, will either drive you away from God, causing you to become bitter, or it will drive you closer to God, and cause you to become better. 

We see three ways that these early Christians deepened their dependence on God and so should we.

A. Our dependence on God is deepened when we pray together, corporately.
After Peter and John had been released, they went back to their companions and told them what had happened. 

Their spontaneous response was to pray. 

In verse Acts 4:24 were are told that “…they lifted their voices together to God…”

Think about this:
1) Corporate prayer reveals our focus.

Have you ever been in a prayer meeting where all the requests seem to focus on everyone’s health problems? 

There is nothing wrong with praying for Aunt Gertrude in the hospital. In fact there are places in Scripture when we are told to pray for the sick!

But if that is the main focus of the prayer time, it reveals that we’re too focused on ourselves, not enough on God’s kingdom.

The remarkable thing about this prayer is that there is not a word about protection from further persecution, other than the passing comment, “Lord, look upon their threats” in verse 29! But make us bold.

Jesus had taught them to pray first, “Our Father, who is in heaven, hallowed be Your name. Your kingdom come. Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” 

Only after that were they to pray for personal needs, “Give us this day our daily bread” (Matt. 6:9-13). 

Here they spent five verses hallowing [blessing, revering] the Lord’s name before praying that His kingdom would come by giving them further boldness and power to proclaim the Word. 

They never do get around to praying for their own needs! 

And:
2) Corporate prayer lifts our eyes to God’s mighty, inexhaustible resources.

God “…made the heaven and the earth and the sea and everything in them” (4:24). 

It is a simple reminder that the God to whom we pray spoke the universe and everything in it into existence. 

He owns it all and He can provide for us whatever we need to carry on His work. He is able to do far more than we can ask or even think (Eph. 3:20). 

But we often fail to ask in faith recognizing His inexhaustible resources.

Our dependence on God is deepened through our times of corporate prayer and:
B. Our dependence on God is deepened when we see God as the Sovereign Lord over all.

In verse Acts 4:24 as they begin their prayer they “they lifted their voices together to God and said, “Sovereign Lord,…”

The Greek word translated here as “Sovereign Lord” means “absolute master,” or “Sovereign [absolute ruler and] Lord.” 

This view of God is further underscored in the prayer as they recognize that the when evil people crucified Jesus it only accomplished what God had sovereignly predestined to occur.

The Bible clearly affirms the absolute sovereignty of God. Nothing happens apart from God’s ordaining it to happen.
This is a challenging concept for us especially when we or someone we love are suffering.

Theologians have argued for centuries over what God foreknows and what God foreordains.

The foreknowledge of God means that God knows everything, including our salvation, that has happened and or will happened.

What God has foreordain has to do with the fact that what God has ordained to happen will in fact happen as He planned it to happen.

The question comes when we start to consider our free-will. Did God simply know what was going to happen or did He ordain it and was He in control.

This is what I know for certain. First, in God there is no sin. God does not sin nor does He cause us to sin.

You and are were created with free will. God didn’t make us so that we could do nothing but sin and then condemn us because we have only done that which we were created to do. 

No! When we sin we do so because we choose to do so. And having chosen to sin, we are accountable and responsible to God for our choices.

But look here, starting in Acts 4:27-28 “…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.

While these men were accountable for what they did, what they did was a part of God’s purposes.
God is not passively sitting up in heaven hoping that His plan of salvation will work out! He is sovereignly working to accomplish His eternal purposes.

They intended it for evil, and they will be judged according to the evil intent of their hearts. But God while remaining untainted by their sin, is at work for our good and for His glory.

What practical difference does this make? 

If you believe that anything, even suffering, happens outside of God’s sovereign will, then you have great cause for fear. There is no cause for comfort when evil things or suffering happen to you or your loved ones. 

All you can say is, “It’s too bad that this one slipped by God!” 

You can hope that it won’t happen again, but you have no guarantee of it. God means well, but sometimes the forces of evil are just too much for Him! 

What kind of comfort in trials is that? What kind of a God is that?

Rather, it is much better to believe, with the apostles, that God mightily and sovereignly ordains everything that happens, and He orders it all according to His wise purpose. 

If wicked people persecute His church, God predestined it to occur for His purpose and glory, and we can willing submit to it, knowing that He is in control.

Our dependence on God is deepened in times of corporate prayer and as we see God as Sovereign Lord. 

And: C. Our dependence on God is deepened by knowing and applying His Word.
The one leading in this prayer knew Psalm 2 well enough to quote verses 1 & 2 by memory. 

He affirms his belief that the Holy Spirit inspired David to write these words. Then he applies this psalm to their current situation. 

By quoting from Psalm 2:1-2 in this prayer the person praying was affirming that Herod, Pilate and even the people were aligned against God and His Christ. 

But he didn’t quote verse 4 of Psalm 4, though I am sure they knew it. 

Psalm 2:4 says: “He who sits in the heavens laughs; the Lord holds them in derision [in disdain]” (Ps. 2:4). 

It is utterly futile and foolish to fight against the Sovereign Lord! God’s enemies thought that they won when they killed Jesus. But God triumphed by raising Him from the dead. 

He is coming again to judge the living and the dead and to reign as God’s anointed on David’s throne.

The best prayers always are based on Scripture, applying it directly to our present situation and needs. 

But we won’t be able to apply God’s Word in a time of crisis unless we are saturating our minds with it on a daily basis. 

If we know God’s Word through a daily time with Him, we will be able to apply it when we face persecution or trials.

Our Right Responds in the face of persecution or trials is possible only when we are first dependent on God. And our dependence on God is deepened through corporate prayer, by seeing God as Sovereign Lord over all, and by knowing and applying His Word to our circumstances.
And in the face of persecution or trials:
2. Our Right Responds is possible only when we are committed to the Lord’s people.

The apostles were a part of a united, caring, generous fellowship. 

As soon as Peter and John were released, they went to their companions and shared what had happened to them. 

By this point in the book of Acts there may have been well over 10,000 believer. Though we don’t know how many of them were still in Jerusalem Luke records that the whole congregation (all the believers in Jerusalem) were of one heart and soul. 

They were marked by unusual generosity and care for one another. 

There are three elements here:
A. The Lord’s people should be committed to community.

They had a corporate mindset. Their first instinct was to share with one another what had happened and this led to corporate prayer, as we have seen. 

They did not view the church as we Americans often do. We are individualists. We idolize the pioneer who goes it alone. 

We often go to church and sit next to people we don’t know, leaving without ever getting to know them. 

Many believers today do not have any meaningful fellowship with another believer in the course of a week. 

Of course, there are times when a person needs to stand alone, even from the Christian crowd. But we need to develop this sense of community, of belonging to a body of Christians, without whom we are not complete. 
We need to have a network of brothers (for men) or sisters (for women) that we immediately want to get together with when a difficulty hits us, so that we can share and pray together.

B. The Lord’s people should be committed to unity.

They lifted up their voice to God together, in one accord (4:24). 

They were of one heart and soul (4:32). 

Unity does not mean that we all look alike and think alike. God has made us as individuals, and we will express ourselves differently. 

On doctrines, points of theology, that are not essential, we may disagree, although we should be striving to grow into the unity of the faith that comes with a deeper knowledge of Christ (Eph. 4:13). 

But we should recognize that if someone truly knows Christ as Savior and Lord, then we all belong to the same spiritual family. 

We should stand together against this evil world.

C. The Lord’s people should be committed to generosity.

It has been said that unity of heart and soul is the root; sharing of personal belongings is the fruit. 

This passage is not teaching communism or even socialism. The earlier believers were not forced to share everything equally. 

Nor is this passage encouraging us to give to the lazy or irresponsible people who want to mooch off of the body. 

Paul teaches that if a person refuses of chooses not to work, he should not eat (2 Thess. 3:10). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Rather, it is show us the kind of voluntary generosity that sees a brother in need and opens one’s heart and material blessings toward that brother (1 John 3:17).

Persecution often strips us of our materialistic focus. It helps us remember that things do not last. 

God’s Word instructs those of us who are rich (that means most Americans!) to be generous and ready to share (1 Tim. 6:18). 

If we see the church as family, members of Christ’s body, then we’ll be more inclined to obey this command. 

You may not be aware of the fact that our church has a “Benevolent” fund that our Member Care team in conjunction with the pastors and elders use to help those in need. 

It is not a budgeted fund; you must designate gifts for it. Typically we take a Benevolent offering on the fifth Sunday of the month but you can give to it anytime. Just mark it “Benevolent Fund”.

When we face persecution or trials in our lives our response should be dependency on God and committed to His church.

And finally:

3. Our Right Responds is possible only when we are committed to the Lord’s work in the world.

The apostles did not run away from their persecutors and form some monasteries inside of well-fortified walls. 

They did not fall into self-pity or fear or revenge. 

Rather, they responded by praying for more boldness in witness, and “with great power the apostles were giving testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus” (4:33). 

No doubt the love of the church as seen in its generosity and the powerful miracles that God granted to the apostles also helped open the door for further witness. 

But the point is, their focus was not on themselves, but rather on what God wanted them to do, in their time of suffering, to extend His kingdom through their witness, even if it cost them greter persecution, which it did.

If we ever face opposition because of our witness, we must follow their example by not retreating. 

Of course, Satan wants us to give up or draw back. If he can get us to fall into self-pity or fear, or hide behind our Christian fortress, our witness will stop. 

But the Lord has us here to be a witness of His death and resurrection to those who desperately need a Savior. 

Often, it is our attitude when we are persecuted, or during those times we face trials in our lives that opens the door for effective witness.

Conclusion

I read of a 19-year-old Christian girl in China who was beaten and thrown into a filthy cell. It was dark, but from the smell she knew that the slimy floor was covered with human excrement. 

There was no bed or chair. She had to sit and sleep in this filth. 

She squatted down so that as little of her bleeding body as possible would touch the floor and silently gave thanks to the Lord that she was worthy to suffer for Him. 

She asked Him for wisdom and strength, not to get out of this terrible place, but that wherever He put her, she would be able to continue to preach the gospel.

One day as she quietly sang a hymn, the Lord impressed on her, “This is to be your ministry.” She thought, “I’m all alone. Whom can I preach to?” 

Suddenly an idea came to her. She stood up and called for the guard.
“Sir, can I do some hard labor for you?” 

The guard looked at her with contempt, mingled with surprise. No one had ever made that kind of request before. 

She said, “Look, this prison is filthy. Let me go into the cells and clean up the excrement. Just give me some water and a brush.”

Soon she found herself on her hands and knees cleaning and preaching to people who had lost all hope of ever seeing another human being who did not come to beat them. 

When they realized that they could have eternal life as God’s free gift, they repented of their sins and trusted in Jesus Christ. 

Soon all the prisoners had believed in Jesus Christ. The warden was furious. He gave her a sheet of paper and told her to write out a confession of her crimes against the revolution. 

She wrote out the plan of salvation, so that the warden and even others heard about Christ.

We may never have to suffer for the gospel as she did, but we should follow her example. 

If we face persecution or even everyday trials, we should depend on the sovereignty of God. 

Our right response to suffering, trials or persecution is possible only when we deepen our dependence on the fellowship of the saints. 

And we should be unstoppable in our commitment to the Lord’s work in the world, of proclaiming the good news of Christ to those who are perishing.
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