SMALL GROUP NOTES- PRAYER IN ACTS

Philip highlighted the importance of communal prayer for the church of Acts and sought to encourage the congregation to emulate their passion for such prayer. The prayer described in Acts 2 encompasses the four aspects of the ACTS acronym for prayer – adoration, confession, thanksgiving and supplication. In devotion they prayed their adoration and thanksgiving to God; they confessed to “save themselves from this corrupt generation” and they prayed in supplication for the signs and miracles the apostles undertook (e.g. at the start of Chapter 3). Further evidence on the passion for prayer of the church of Acts can be gleaned from Chapter 1, where the disciples after Jesus’ ascension were praying continually for the coming of the Holy Spirit, and for the selection of a replacement for Judas; and Chapter 4 where there is prayer for boldness in evangelism, and for miracles. After the latter, Acts records that “the place where they were meeting was shaken. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and spoke the word of God boldly”.

Philip argued that we should not see prayer as purely a matter between the individual and God, but a communal activity also, Among texts in support of this is Matthew 18:19-20 “I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.” He also noted that the Lord’s prayer is in the plural; the prayer for healing in James 5 is for the plural Elders; and the promise to heal the land in 2 Chronicles 7:14 is for “my people” as a whole. And the bridegroom (Jesus) would love to hear from his bride (the church as a whole)!

And yet Philip noted that enthusiasm for group prayer is low in the UK, with church prayer meetings particularly poorly attended. A number of possible reasons could be suggested for this, for example the individualism in our culture, the time pressures we are under, embarrassment to pray in a group and the simple lack of belief that God will respond to communal prayer. Given the importance of such prayer in Scripture, Philip sought to suggest ways we could discover the boldness and passion to pray like the church in Acts..

One is to pray in community – Philip highlighted that communal prayer benefits the church, by leading to greater altruism and unity, but also the individual, as others may have words, pictures of visions for us, or help us to interpret dreams. Coming to a lively prayer meeting is also a great way of overcoming spiritual dryness.

The second is to pray in power. It is in group settings that the Holy Spirit is often most manifest, as indeed took place at Pentecost. Quoting Romans, Philip noted that the manifest presence of the Spirit is sent to build our faith in our adoption by God as his children, and of his love.

On the other hand, the Spirit is not sent simply to make us feel good, but to empower us through our prayers to participate in God’s kingdom action. So we should, also pray in expectation. The expectation is for the fruits and gifts of the spirit to be manifested, and for God at times to perform mighty acts of healing and deliverance as at the time of Acts. Such deeds can in turn transform individuals and communities. It happens in countries like Korea and China but it can also happen in the UK if we get down on our knees together!

Can anyone witness how he or she has been blessed by communal prayer – for example, by the Holy Spirit’s presence, by words and pictures from others or from mighty acts of God that people prayed for?

Why do you think we in the UK are not as passionate about communal prayer as the early church and the church in the rest of the world?

Are you embarrassed to pray in a group – why do you think this might be?

Discuss how central prayer is in the life of your small group, in the light of the sermon.

