
The Mission Church

Acts 13:1-3


	 Last time we were together we began to look at this passage that deals with the 
sending out of the first missionaries for the sake of reaching the world through the 
making and maturing of disciples for the glory of God. We see that took place through 
the church at Antioch, this church would be the major church through the rest of the 
Book of Acts, as we see the gospel go throughout the Roman Empire. We also realize 
that Paul is going to become the leading figure. We have heard so much about Peter, 
and Peter is still active, but this is the history of Jesus building his church through the 
acts of his people for his eternal glory. 

	 And last time we were together we started to look at the marks of a mission 
minded church. And one of the marks is just looking at the make-up of the church of 
Jesus Christ. Back in the middle of the last century it was very popular to have a 
church that looked like you and sounded like. You. There were churches of certain 
races or economic status or whatever. If you wanted to plant a church, well you had to 
look at the demographics that you could target. And go to that neighbourhood. It is full 
of affluent white individuals who could support the church and the various ministries. 
After all the goal is to be self-supporting, and you need money to be self-supporting. 

	 But the commission God has given us is to go into all the world. And it is 
amazing to look at our city and neighbourhoods because they look and sound so much 
much like the world. I live on a small street. As you look at my street there are people 
from all these nationalities and cultures. The world is right at my doorstep. And our 
church should reflect the eclectic nature of our society. And as we look at the make-up 
the church at Antioch we saw that make-up of the world. We saw the gospel was not 
just for one people group. They reached out to various races, people, and cultures. You 
could see that they were mission minded. This is a gospel for all sinners. God has 
chosen to be glorified through the making and maturing of disciples of all nations. And 
again, you see Jews and Gentiles here — hated enemies that are now beloved friends. 
Racism and all other sins that divided people are conquered by the gospel of Christ. 

	 And now I want to go on and look at another sign of a mission minded church, 
and that is — it prays for the lost. It banks on God to do what we have no power or 
ability to do, and after the church and individuals pray, the church trusts God by acting. 
It does not leave it to God and then just go on with life. And here is the amazing thing 
— many of our prayers are answered by ourselves. We might pray for a certain relative 
or individual to come to Christ. And the vehicle that God uses to bring that person to 
Christ, the gospel witness he uses so often is the very person who prayed. Prayer is 
trusting God. It is the language of dependence upon God. So much of the book of Acts 
is dependant upon prayer. 

	 After Jesus’ ascension we find the church praying about the replacement of 
Judas, and the coming of the Spirit. Acts 1:14, “All these with one accord were 
devoting themselves to prayer, together with the women and Mary the mother of 
Jesus, and his brothers.” When the three thousand came to Christ, this is one of the 
early disciplines the early church gave themselves over to. Acts 2:42, “And they 
devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship, to the breaking 



of bread and the prayers.” When Peter and John met the lame man at the Gate 
Beautiful they are going to pray, Acts 3:1, “Now Peter and John were going up to the 
temple at the hour of prayer, the ninth hour.” When Peter and John are released after 
their arrest and warned not to preach Jesus, they go to the church and pray, Acts 4:24, 
“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.” When the church chose the six deacons, listen to what the apostles gave 
themselves over to, Acts 6:4, “But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the 
ministry of the word.” After they are chosen they lay their hands on them and pray. 
When Stephen is being stoned he prayed, Acts 7:60, “And falling to his knees he 
cried out with a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.’ And when he 
had said this, he fell asleep.” When Peter and John came down to Samaria to see the 
faith of the Samaritans they prayed, Acts 8:15, “who came down and prayed for 
them that they might receive the Holy Spirit.” What is Saul of Tarsus doing after he 
has been blinded? Acts 9:11, “And the Lord said to him, ‘Rise and go to the street 
called Straight, and at the house of Judas look for a man of Tarsus named Saul, 
for behold, he is praying.” Cornelius before the angel appears to him is praying, Acts 
10:2, “a devout man who feared God with all his household, gave alms generously 
to the people, and prayed continually to God.” Peter when given the vision of the 
sheet of unclean animal and clean is praying. Acts 10:9, “The next day, as they were 
on their journey and approaching the city, Peter went up on the housetop about 
the sixth hour to pray.” When Peter is in prison, they have an all night prayer meeting. 
Acts 12:5, “So Peter was kept in prison, but earnest prayer for him was made to 
God by the church.”

	 Here is the thing, every major movement in the Book of Acts, therefore in the 
history of the church is accompanied by prayer. And it is incredible that God responds 
over and over to the prayers of his people throughout the Book of Acts. God has 
chosen to use the petitions of his people to get his will done. Prayer glorifies God 
because it trusts in him as the giver of grace and blessing. Every movement of the 
Spirit of God, what we call revival, throughout church history has begun when the 
people of God earnestly prayed to God. And here is the beginning of the missionary 
movement, of sending specific individuals chosen by God into the harvest field of 
Christ, and in that whole sending God makes its success dependent on prayer. How 
different would our world look if this prayer meeting didn’t take place? Think of the 
places and people that these early missionaries would go. God changed the world 
through prayer. So the question becomes, how big is God in your estimation? It really 
can be seen in our prayer life or lack of it. So often we are counting on our own 
strength and ingenuity rather than on the Lord himself. God delights in the prayers of 
his people. Prayer glorifies him as the source of all blessing. It glorifies his power and 
grace. How different our lives, marriages, families and church would be if we simply 
relied on him and prayed. I want to look at the prayers offered to our great God. And 
may God grant us such a view of our great and loving God through the Scriptures that 
prayer would be so natural and so much a apart of our life as we live before him. May 
God change lives and hearts because the saints of Emmanuel Baptist church prayed. 




1. We see the prayer of the church at Antioch. V.2. 

	 It is amazing to look at God’s sovereignty in all of this. Individuals often say, 
“Why pray” if God is sovereign? And it is a great question. And here is the thing we 
need to remember. God is sovereign over the means of how he will bring the lost to 
Christ, and two of the ways he has chosen to use for individuals to come to Christ are 
the preaching or testifying of the gospel and prayer. He does not have to, but he does. 
Now let us say, that Pastor Scott is a young man in his early twenties that wants 
nothing to do with Christ. Someone prays for him specifically. God hears that prayer, 
and God responds by opening his heart when the gospel is preached. Now here is the 
question: if Pastor Scott is chosen and elect in Christ from the foundation of the world, 
and God made his salvation contingent on someone praying for him, would he save 
him if someone didn’t pray for him? And the answer is — no! God made his salvation 
contingent on the prayers of others. But here is the thing. God not only ordained that 
Pastor Scott would come to Christ, but also he ordained and planned without any 
doubt that someone would pray for him. That is why God gets all the glory because he 
is sovereign over not only giving new life but the means such as prayer at a specific 
time for a specific individual. 

	 Now think through this, I don’t know how God is going to use my prayers in the 
big scheme of things. So if I do not pray then the shame is on me. God’s sovereignty 
was not given that we might be fatalistic, whatever will be will be. Whoever God 
decides to save he will save. If we trust in God’s sovereignty then we will pray and 
witness to our glorious God. 

	 And this is exactly what this church did, “While they were worshiping the Lord 
and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work 
to which I have called them.’” There is certainly so much we could say about this 
verse. Notice the “While they.” I believe because it is the whole church that sets aside 
Barnabas and Saul and recognizes the calling of the Spirit in their lives, that it is the 
whole church who is involved in this prayer meeting here and not just the leaders. And 
think of it, so often we want to do anything but pray. This mission minded church 
prayed together. The unity and oneness, and the desire for gospel expansion are 
always strengthened and fostered by prayer. 

	 And why? Why does it foster unity and oneness and the desire for gospel 
expansion? The reason why is because of what prayer is. Look how it is described 
here, “While they were worshiping the Lord.” Do you get that? Think of your 
definition of worship, would it ever include prayer? Would it ever include praying with 
God’s people? Worship comes from “worth-ship.” Something or someone is worthy to 
be lauded. And we can come and prayer and just enjoy God for being God. We adore 
you oh Lord! Look at who you are. Look at your strength and beauty. Look at your 
grace and kindness. But the worship here is not first and foremost lauding God for who 
he is but their petitions. The laying aside of Barnabas and Saul is an answer to prayer. 
They are praying for Gospel expansion. They are praying about what they should do 
next as a church in the making and maturing of disciples for the glory of Christ. They 
are looking outside of themselves to see what God can do through them. 

	 And the question becomes, how is this worship? How are our petitions and 
asking of God worship? And the answer is quite simple because prayer is the language 



of trust in the character of God. It is trust in him as the all-good and all-sovereign God 
who hears and responds to the petitions of his children. We pray according to God’s 
will. He is merciful. He is kind and generous and gracious. He is powerful enough to not 
only answer our prayer but to do more than we could ever ask or think. Even when God 
says no or delays the answer we trust in his wise and good plan. Our problem is one of 
two. We don’t think that God hears or God cares enough or that he is good enough, or 
that he is powerful enough to answer our prayers. So you see how that leads to a lack 
of trust and worship in our lives when it comes to prayer. The other problem is we so 
often think we have the power to change people and circumstances when we are so 
weak. We think through the power of our anger and yelling we can change our spouse 
or children. we think through our charm or persuasive ability we can make a dead heart 
believe. We are so busy worshiping and trusting self, and have so much confidence in 
self, we cannot see and do not see how weak and impotent we really are. And it can be 
seen in our lack of worship and trust in Christ. It can be seen in our lack of prayer.

	 Now look at what else this verse says, “While they were worshiping the Lord 
and fasting.” We have here a particular kind of prayer here, and it is called fasting. 
There are no commands for the church to fast in the New Testament. Also, there are no 
examples of the church fasting as a regular habit or weekly getting together. But what 
is fasting? Fasting is the forgoing of food and other necessities in order to pray for 
something that is urgent and pressing. The individual is so consumed with this matter 
that other things in life have to be put aside. This is not the idea that fasting is 
somehow good for the soul or good for our physical bodies. This is not the biblical 
model for weight loss. Our bodies certainly are a stewardship, and moderation in food 
consumption and exercise are good disciplines. But fasting is laying aside all other 
concerns and seeking the Lord. There are corporate fasts such as we see here. And 
there are individual fasts as we see in the Sermon on the Mount, “And when you fast, 
do not look gloomy like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces that their 
fasting may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward. 
(Matt. 6:16).” 

	 And you can start to understand that this church really took God seriously, his 
command to go into all the world seriously, and really trusted in him through the urgent 
and elongated prayer time trusting that the Lord would answer. A mission minded 
church always takes God seriously and trusts in him. And we could point to so many 
areas where individuals do not take God and his Word and his mission seriously. We 
could talk about apathy in coming out to church, or endless controversies, or loose 
doctrine, or unholy living, or whatever. But our lack of prayer and trust in God has to be 
at the top of the list. 


2. Apply the text. 

	 Now how can we apply this text to our own lives and congregation. Well, the 
easiest application is seeing the lack of prayer in the lives of believers individually and 
corporately. Prayer meetings have all but died out, and died a slow and painful death. 
The ones that are still held on a Wednesday evening, have such a elongated Bible 
study that there is very little time for the people of God to pray. And one of the main 
reasons why churches have stopped prayer meeting is people have stopped coming 



out. It is incredible how pragmatic we are. No one is coming out and public prayer 
makes people feel uncomfortable, so let us do away with prayer. And the fall out is, 
individuals and churches feel so distant from God. We proclaim he is great and can do 
far more than we ask or think. We talk about a personal relationship with God, and as 
his children we can come boldly to the throne room of grace, but be honest with 
yourself — how often do you come? If a main aspect of our worship both corporately 
and privately is prayer, then how often are we praying to God? 

	 Prayer is not meant to be something difficult, but his children trusting in the 
grace and love of their Heavenly Father. And if you want help, use a simple outline. 
Pray the Lord’s Prayer is Matthew 6, or use the acronym ACTS - adoration, confession, 
thanksgiving, and supplication. And seek to plan out a daily time just to pray. There has 
to be an intentionality. And here is the thing, the more you establish this godly habit, 
you will not only see God using your requests but you will start to be changed by those 
very prayers you are offering up. Habitual prayer is one of the ways that God truly 
changes believers into his image. You will look forward to the times the church gathers 
for corporate prayer. But here is my plea and encouragement — get started. Be 
encouraged — God has chosen to use our prayers. Evidence of that is all around you. 
You are here and others are here because people prayed for you and them by name. 
The reason why you have persevered in the faith is God has used the prayers of God’s 
people to cause you to persevere through thick and thin. People often say, well I just 
do not see any answered prayer. And the answer is all around you. Look and behold 
our God working through his people. 

	 The second application is fasting. In a society and culture that prizes enjoyment. 
We have idolized food, sex, and money for the sake of immediate pleasure, fasting 
seems out of touch. So many would confess they have a hard time praying more than 
ten minutes, and they get very cranky if they miss a meal. And often we are more ruled 
by our flesh than we are by the Lord. And one of the main ways we can train ourselves 
to find our delight, joy, satisfaction in the Lord is to train ourselves away from 
immediate gratification. It might be simply saying no to eating out. Nothing wrong with 
eating out, but I am going to invest that money in another way. And here, fasting trains 
our hearts for a greater joy, contentment and satisfaction in Christ then the immediate 
and fading and passaging things of this life — even legitimate things. 

	 And fasting is not saying I am super spiritual or I fast and others do not. It has 
the potential of puffing up and stroking our pride. But fasting is about Christ. It is about 
how weak and needy we are. It is about our enjoyment and trust in him. We come to 
him with an urgent need or something pressing, and we seek the God of all rescue, the 
God of all grace and goodness. We seek him to move and intervene. We seek him. We 
get a little frustrated when prayer goes a little long maybe on the last Sunday of the 
month. We have things to do, or we have food to eat, or if there is no Bible study I will 
just check out, not that important. Really? 

	 And let me ask, have you ever entered into the discipline of fasting? It might be 
an hour or two of just concentrated prayer intermingled with Bible reading, but your 
heart is so burdened for this individual and situation that you come toward God. Again, 
think how this prayer changed our world. Without this prayer Paul never goes out. The 
gospel does not expand into all the known world at that time. Many of the letters that 



Paul wrote would not have been written because those churches would not have 
existed. God does great things through the urgent fasting-prayer of the people of God. 

	 And the last application we can make is this prayer was urgent. Set aside all 
food or any other physical needs, we have to pray to God. This was of absolute 
necessity that they beseech God. And the prayer was not about the education of your 
children, or the illness of this individual or that, or that we would like a raise from our 
employer. All those things have a place. But they are all temporal in nature. We will all 
one day die, and none of take our money with us. But what they prayed about was 
eternal matters. What they prayed about is how do we advance the kingdom of Christ? 
What steps God do you want us to take to make much of Christ and then they took 
those steps? 

	 So, if you look at the early church, the early church was a mission church 
wherever it existed, and one of the main evidences or main marks is that the church 
prayed. The individuals in those churches really worshiped God by relying on him. They 
were moved to action because they trusted in him. How about our church? How about 
you? The opportunities to pray in your individual life, and the opportunity to pray 
corporately are there. Are we seeing and savouring the necessity of coming to our 
great God? Oh that Emmanuel Baptist church would accomplish great things for our 
Lord, not because we are great but because he is. Praise God he has chosen to use 
our feeble prayers in order to get his will done. And with that, let us pray!


