
FIRST BAPTIST CURCH, 4-24-16 AM NOTES 
“THE POWER OF A PRAYING CHURCH” 

ACTS 12:1-17 
#15 in Series, “Acts: The Spirit, the Church, and the World” 

I.      The Need That Initiated the Prayer (vv. 1-4) 

II.     The Specific Elements of the Prayer (v. 5) 

“Prayer is the battlefield of the world.”                   �W. A. Criswell 

A. The Participants in the Prayer (“by the church”) 

“Prayer is the slender nerve that moves the muscle of omnipotence.”                                                    �Charles Spurgeon 

B. The Focus of the Prayer (“to God”) 

“I often ask Christians, ‘What’s the biggest thing you’ve asked God for this week?’ I remind them that they are going to 
God, the Father, the maker of the universe, the One who holds the world in His hands. What did you ask for? Did you ask 
for peanuts, toys, trinkets, or did you ask for continents? I want to tell you, it’s tragic! The itsy-bitsy things we ask of our 
Almighty God. Sure, nothing is too small�but also nothing is too big. Let’s learn to ask from our God some of those big 
things He talks about in Jeremiah 33:3 (KJV) ‘Call unto me, and I will answer thee, and show thee great and mighty 
things, which thou knowest not.’”                                                                                                               �Dawson Trotman 

“We should never utter one syllable of prayer, either in public or in private, until we are definitely conscious that we                    
have come into the presence of God and are actually praying to Him.”                                                             �R. A. Torrey 

               Hebrews 10:19 (NASB) “Therefore, brethren, since we have confidence to enter the holy place by the blood of Jesus.” 

               Psalms 66:18 (NASB) “If I regard wickedness in my heart, the Lord will not hear.” 

C. The Fervency of the Prayer (“prayer…was being made fervently”) 

Luke 22:44 (NASB) “And being in agony He was praying very fervently; and His sweat became like drops of blood, 
falling down upon the ground.” 

Romans 15:30 (NASB) “Now I urge you, brethren, by our Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to strive 
together with me in your prayers to God for me.” 

Colossians 4:12 (NASB) “Epaphras, who is one of your number, a bondslave of Jesus Christ, sends you his greetings, 
always laboring earnestly for you in his prayers, that you may stand perfect and fully assured in all the will of God.” 

D. The Subject of the Prayer (“for him”�Peter) 

John 21:18-19 (NASB) “18 Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were younger, you used to gird yourself and walk wherever 
you wished; but when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands and someone else will gird you, and bring you where 
you do not wish to go 19 Now this He said, signifying by what kind of death he would glorify God. And when He had 
spoken this, He said to him, ‘Follow Me!’” 

 

III.    The Powerful Answer to Prayer (vv. 6-7) 

IV.    The Specific Application of the Prayer to First Baptist Church 

 



First Baptist Church Powell 4 24 2016 AM 
Sermon 15: The Power of a Praying Church 
Series: The Spirit, the Church, and the World 
Acts 12:1-17 
 
What would you like our church to be known for? We can rule out some things such as coldness, arrogance, 
or dissension. How about being known for our friendliness, our caring, our ministry, our fruit, missions, or 
our love for one another? Certainly those would be good, but I would rather that we be known for our prayer. 
In reality, a praying church will also be known as caring, ministering, participating in missions’ endeavors, 
and having love for one another church. The true health of the church is not measured by the number of 
programs, the number of people who attend, or the size of the budget, or by their buildings. A church's health 
can be determined by its involvement in personal and corporate prayer. A church's real health is measured by 
its prayer life!  
Let me set the scene for Acts 12. The Roman appointed ruler over Jerusalem was a man called Herod. He 
used the title “King,” but Rome had control over his decisions. There are six Herods mentioned in the New 
Testament. The full name of the Herod mentioned in our text is Agrippa I. He reigned from 37 - 44 A.D. The 
apostle Paul would later stand trial before this Herod's son – Herod Agrippa II.  
In this passage, we are going to see a simple prayer, prayed by the church that God answered and Peter's life 
was spared. The focus in this message is the power of corporate prayer in the church. 
 

I.  The Need That Initiated the Prayer (v 1-4) 
James, the apostle, had the honor of being the first of the apostles to be martyred. He was the first apostle to 
get to heaven! History tells us that eventually all the other apostles (with the exception of John) would be 
martyred. Since killing James pleased the Jews so much, Herod decided to go after the leader of the apostles 
– Peter. Herod put Peter in jail. This was the third time Peter had been in jail since the church was 
established. But this time it was different. Because of what happened to James, Peter knew that it was 
Herod’s intent to kill him. Yet, there is no panic on Peter’s part. Because it was the feast of unleavened bread 
and the Passover, Herod decided to wait to kill Peter until after the Passover celebration. Because Herod 
didn’t want there to be any chance of Peter escaping, he put Peter in what we would call maximum-security. 
Even though Peter was behind bars, Herod wanted more security. He no doubt remembered that Peter 
walked out of the prison before (Acts 5:19). Herod had Peter guarded by four groups of four soldiers each 
(sixteen total). At each of the four shifts there were likely two soldiers guarding the doors, and two guarding 
the prisoner himself – Peter. This was a humanly impossible situation. As soon as the feast of unleavened 
bread and Passover was complete, Peter would be killed. His time was just about up. Was there anything the 
church could do for their beloved leader? They prayed, and God sovereignly chose to deliver Peter in answer 
to their prayers. Instead of wringing their hands, they bent their knees in prayer. The church called a prayer 
meeting to pray Peter out of jail.  
 

II.  The Specific Elements of the Prayer (v 5) 
Every word in verse 5 is important. What a rich example this is to us about praying in a time of crisis. I love 
the little word “but” in verse 5. To paraphrase, “Peter was in a hopeless situation and the hands of the church 
were tied as far as physically setting him free, BUT constant prayer was offered to God for him by the 
church.” “Marriages are falling apart, BUT constant prayer…” “Our children are being conformed to the 
world, BUT constant prayer…” “Many hearts seem to be growing cold, BUT constant prayer…” “In order 
for the ministries of this church to grow much more giving is required. However, the economy is still 
struggling and people are afraid to give sacrificially BUT constant prayer…”  W. A. Criswell said it well 
when he said “Prayer is the battlefield of the world.” Prayer doesn’t just get us ready for battle; prayer is the 
battle. When the church is obeying the Great Commission and people are being saved, the devil is not happy. 
He implants his evil schemes into the minds of wicked men like Herod to stop what God is doing through 
His church. Any church that gets serious about obeying the great commission and powerfully praying for 



souls and even whole people groups will be attacked! Spurgeon said, “Satan never kicks a dead horse.” The 
church goes to battle on their knees. Let’s look in depth at their prayer. 

A.  The Participants in the Prayer (“by the church”) 
The phrase “was being made” is in the present tense and means “was continually being made.” There was a 
vital connection between the corporate prayer of the church and the release of Peter. Corporate prayer is one 
of the means God uses to achieve His sovereign ends. The prayer of the church did not twist God’s arm and 
change His mind and cause him to give in and release Peter. It was the will of God to release Peter and the 
prayer of the church was the means He chose to use to accomplish His will. That’s why Spurgeon called 
prayer “the slender nerve that moves the muscle of omnipotence.” This prayer by the church was ongoing 
from the moment they heard and gathered together until Peter started knocking at the gate. 

B.  The Focus of the Prayer (“to God”) 
They were not deterred by the seeming reality that what they were asking was impossible. Peter was in an 
impregnable place always chained to two soldiers and guarded by two others. The church was not 
discouraged because their prayer was offered to the God who spoke the universe into existence, parted the 
Red Sea, provided manna from heaven for about two million people to eat and water from a rock to slake the 
thirst of that same two million in the middle of a desert, slowed down the rotation of the earth for Joshua to 
complete a God given task, caused iron to float, and raised Jesus from the dead. No task is too hard for Him! 
What is releasing one man from a human fortress with four guards compared to what this great God has 
done? I love this quote from one of my heroes, Dawson Trotman, the founder of the Navigators:  

I often ask Christians, “What’s the biggest thing you’ve asked God for this week?” I 
remind them that they are going to God, the Father, the maker of the universe, the 
One who holds the world in His hands. What did you ask for? Did you ask for 
peanuts, toys, trinkets, or did you ask for continents? I want to tell you, it’s tragic! 
The itsy-bitsy things we ask of our Almighty God. Sure, nothing is too small – but also 
nothing is too big. Let’s learn to ask from our God some of those big things He talks 
about in Jeremiah 33:3 (KJV) “Call unto me, and I will answer thee, and show thee 
great and mighty things, which thou knowest not.”   
[Spirit of Revival Magazine, January 1990, page 27]. 

Someone may say, “Isn’t all prayer to God?” All true prayer is, but all that we call prayer is not really prayer. 
I’ve had the privilege of praying with some of God’s choice saints – some well-known in heaven, and on 
earth, and some well-known only in heaven. Almost without exception, their prayer focuses on the person of 
the God they are praying to. They are God focused and worship based. Oh how important are those two little 
words “to God.” Dr. R. A. Torrey, an associate of Dwight L. Moody and a great Bible teacher said, “We 
should never utter one syllable of prayer, either in public or in private, until we are definitely conscious that 
we have come into the presence of God and are actually praying to Him.” [R. A. Torrey, The Power of Prayer, 
page 61]  
I need to remind you that not everyone can come into the presence of God in prayer. There are two 
qualifications to come into His presence. The first is found in Hebrews 10:19: “Therefore, brethren, since we 
have confidence to enter the holy place by the blood of Jesus.” Only those who have had the blood of Christ 
applied to their lives by faith can come into the presence of God. By that I mean that one must have trusted 
in Christ and His poured out life on the cross in order to come into the holy presence of God. Secondly, for 
those who have trusted in Him, there can be no disregarded sin that has not been confessed and repented of. 
Psalms 66:18 says, “If I regard wickedness in my heart, the Lord will not hear.” If I am trusting in His 
poured out life for me and I am not “cherishing” (as some translations put it) sin and refusing to deal with it, 
then I can go into His presence.  

C.  The Fervency of the Prayer (“prayer… was being made fervently”) 
The word “fervently” is translated, “earnestly” and “constantly” in other translations. The Greek word means 
intense. It is related to the word that means to stretch every muscle to its limit. It is the same root as the word 



describing Jesus’ anguish in the Garden of Gethsemane in Luke 22:44: “And being in agony He was praying 
very fervently; and His sweat became like drops of blood, falling down upon the ground.” It is the picture of 
a sprinter in a close race that stretches out with every fiber of his being to cross the line first. In other words, 
there were not refreshments being served and people chatting between the times of prayer. This was intense 
and passionate prayer. Paul spoke of this kind of prayer in Romans 15:30: “Now I urge you, brethren, by our 
Lord Jesus Christ and by the love of the Spirit, to strive together with me in your prayers to God for me.”  

D.  The Subject of the Prayer (“for him” – Peter) 
They were not vague and general in their prayer. It doesn’t state that they knew what God’s will for Peter 
was, but I believe that they did. Before Jesus ascended, He told Peter that he would die a martyr’s death but 
it would be when he was older. John 21:18-19a:  

Truly, truly, I say to you, when you were younger, you used to gird yourself and walk 
wherever you wished; but when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands and 
someone else will gird you, and bring you where you do not wish to go. Now this He 
said, signifying by what kind of death he would glorify God… 

Peter was not yet old so perhaps they knew that it was the will of God to release him. Even if they did not 
know, they were praying constantly that he would be courageous, that he would not deny the Lord and bring 
glory to God through his death.  
There was preciseness in their prayer. Many of our prayers are so vague that we wouldn’t know it if God 
answered them. Even when we don’t know the details of God’s will, we can pray with preciseness because 
we know that it is the will of God that each person glorifies Him. That alone can give you enough prayer 
guidance to pray with passion all night. Precise prayer is so powerful. D. E. Host became the leader of the 
China Inland mission after Hudson Taylor. He shared once a dilemma. He said there were two Chinese 
villages he was working with. He lived and worked in one village and the other was across a mountain and 
he only got to visit them sporadically. The problem was that in the village where he worked and lived the 
work was not going well at all. The work in the village across the mountain, however, was going great. He 
began to seek the Lord as to why this was so. He sensed God telling him that in the village where he lived he 
spent much time preaching and teaching and counseling but little time praying. The village he could not get 
to very often, he prayed diligently for. He realized that his prayers were more effective than his work. 
 

III.  The Powerful Answer to Prayer (v 6-17) 
What was Peter doing sleeping when he was scheduled to be executed the next morning? He was not afraid 
to die, and he knew that the church was praying for him. In addition, he knew the Lord’s promise in John 
21:18 that we looked at earlier. He was so sound asleep that the angel had to smack him to wake him up! 
What a change in this man who had a short time earlier before Jesus was crucified, cursed and swore and 
denied even knowing Jesus Christ. What a difference it makes knowing that He is alive and that His Spirit 
lives in us.  
Obviously, God answered their prayer. God is sovereign, but God uses the fervent prayers of His people to 
carry out His sovereign will. The Puritan Thomas Watson said, “The angel fetched Peter out of prison, but it 
was prayer that fetched the angel.” [Source Unknown] 
 

IV.  The Specific Application of the Prayer to First Baptist Church 
I am speaking at this point on behalf of the Elders. We are calling the church to a time of intense prayer and 
fasting. In a few days we will give you more specifics on “Fifty days of prayer and fasting.” Relax, we are 
not talking about fasting all fifty days, but picking some days (maybe once a week or three consecutive days) 
to fast and set aside extra time to pray. God has so blessed this church – beyond anything I could have 
dreamed when I came here thirty years ago. We have seen God move in amazing ways over these years, but 
right now we are in a state of spiritual lethargy. Like a suffocating wet blanket, this lethargy has settled in 



and is choking out the spiritual fruit that we have been so blessed to see over the years. In my time as a 
pastor, I cannot remember ever seeing such a drought of visible spiritual fruit. I know that there is often fruit 
that is not visible, but there is meant to be visible fruit also – people coming to Christ, many folks of all ages 
being baptized, marriages restored, Christians who have slipped into carnality and thus being under the 
discipline of God, repenting and beginning once again on that joy filled walk with the Lord. We are 
continuing to have people join with us and we saw two blessed baptisms this morning, but there are so many 
we are not reaching.  
There are so many who used to be here forty-eight or fifty weeks out of fifty-two each year – Sunday 
morning and Sunday night. In addition, most were heavily involved in ministry. Now, they are here twenty-
five to thirty Sundays a year, no longer attend on Sunday nights and have no ministry.  
There is a dryness in their soul. The Lord knows my heart that I am not trying to lay a guilt trip on you or 
trying to convince you to move to legalism and a checklist mentality that sees pleasing God as checking 
items off your list. I also know that coming to church on Sunday nights is not a command, but my question 
is, “why do you not want to come?” There is a great worship time, an opportunity to go much deeper in the 
Word than we can go on Sunday mornings, and be with Christian brothers and sisters who ought to be the 
dearest people in your life.  
I often have people trying to make me feel better who point out how our culture is rapidly changing and how 
culture is conquering our calendars. That’s no comfort. We are supposed to be influencing our culture, not 
being influenced by the culture. I hear people saying that most other churches are experiencing the same 
thing. That is a true statement, but I find no comfort in that. We are involved in spiritual warfare and I fear 
that most church members aren’t even aware of the war.  
During this fifty days of prayer and fasting, we will be giving you a devotional from Scripture that we will 
all be reading and praying through on the same day. We will talk about different types of fasting that may 
allow you to participate even if you have blood sugar problems or other health problems. There will be a 
challenge to get active in the prayer ministry on Wednesday nights, Saturday morning for men, and Tuesday 
evening for women. There will also be an emphasis to come to the prayer room for an assigned hour during 
these fifty days. Think about what would happen if all twenty-four hours in every day of the fifty-day focus 
on fasting and prayer were filled. In addition, we will be spending more time in the services in prayer and 
testimonies of what God is doing in lives.  
In August, the Elders will be having a retreat to hash out the details of the vision we want to present to you 
that will hopefully affect each member of this church. I know the broad strokes of the vision, but we will be 
working out the details.  
We are not going to approach this spiritual warfare going on in our culture with passivity. We are going to 
meet the challenge in the overcoming power of the Holy Spirit. With militant love for the lost and 
compassionate care for the hurting, we will see God at work in a greater way than we have ever seen Him at 
work in this church. We will not give up. Our families are worth it; the lost are worth it, and the 
magnification of our precious Savior is worth it.  

Maybe coldness has settled into your soul and the lethargy that has covered all things spiritual in your life 
seems to be beyond help. Remember that we pray to the God who in the past released the chains that bound 
Peter, opened the prison doors, and set Peter free is the same God to whom we pray. He was able in the 1st 
Century and He is able today! 


