
 

 

Prayer: The Primary Work of the Kingdom 

Essential Elements 

Acts 1:12–14       

Joe Denner | August 14, 2022                

We’re going through a new series right now on the “Essential 

Elements” of a healthy church. Last week, Pastor Tim gave us an 

absolutely fabulous kick-off to this new series when he talked 

about preaching the Word. It was a great beginning. I don’t know 

about you, but I was super encouraged after that message, and 

very excited about the fact that we are in a church that unashamedly and boldly proclaims God’s Word, no matter if it’s hard to 

hear or not. That’s super important. 

So today, it’s my turn to share the second of the six essential elements of a healthy church. If you would, take your Bible and turn 

to Acts 1. As you’re turning, I want to set the context. 

Jesus has been crucified, buried and rose again from the dead. He has appeared to the disciples numerous times over about a 

40-day period. He’s been talking to them all about the Kingdom of God. They asked Him, “Are You bringing the Kingdom in now?” 

He said, “That’s not for you to know.” He talked about the coming of the Holy Spirit, then He went away. He ascended into the 

heavens and they all just stood there, dumbfounded, not knowing what to do. Then the angels told them, “He’s coming back the 

way He left, so it’s time to get busy.”  

Let’s pick up in verse 12, right after that event. It says in Acts 1:12-14: 

12 Then they returned to Jerusalem from the mount called Olivet, which is near Jerusalem, a Sabbath day's journey away. 13 And when they had 

entered, they went up to the upper room, where they were staying, Peter and John and James and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, Bartholomew and 

Matthew, James the son of Alphaeus and Simon the Zealot and Judas the son of James. 14 All these with one accord were devoting themselves 

to prayer, together with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and his brothers. 

This morning I have the awesome privilege of sharing with you on the topic of prayer, one of my favorite subjects to talk about. 

It’s certainly one of the things God is continuing to do a work in me about; I’ll talk more about that as we go through the message. 

Before we begin, I want to ask you a question. I want to get you thinking. I want your minds engaged with me, as we engage God’s 

Word. My question is why would Jesus walk away repeatedly from what would seem to us as prime opportunities for ministry, in 

order to spend time in prayer? Think about that for a moment. I’m going to ask it again. Why would Jesus repeatedly walk away 

from what to us certainly seemed like amazing, wonderful, God-provided opportunities for ministry, in order to spend time with 

the Father? 

I’ve wrestled with this question a bit over the years,  Now we can certainly speculate; that might be fun. But the conclusion I’ve 

come to is interesting. Let’s look at the Gospel of Luke, looking at the life of Jesus and the model it lays out for us. I want to just 

peek into the Gospel of Luke for a few minutes. In this Gospel, Jesus encounters a leper and heals him. We’re going to pick up the 

story in Luke 5:15 right after this encounter. Jesus just had an amazing experience with Peter and catching fish, now verse 15 

says:  

15 But now even more the report about him went abroad, and great crowds gathered to hear him and to be healed of their infirmities. 16 But he 

would withdraw to desolate places and pray. 



Six of the newer translations I looked at all add in another word in verse 16: “He would often withdraw…”  The idea is while 

everybody else was busy doing stuff and expectant, Jesus just slipped away unnoticed, going alone to desolate, quiet places to 

pray. So my thought is, “Jesus, You’ve got all these people gathering around You who are coming to hear from You and be healed 

by You, yet You often slip away to pray.”  

There’s another good example in Mark 1. Jesus has just launched into His ministry and He’s had a full day, of healing people for 

hours and hours and hours. He’s been casting out demons. He’s been healing all kinds of infirmities. The end of the day comes 

and Jesus goes to sleep. I can imagine how exhausted He must have been after a day and night of ministry like that. Then verse 

35 has always been super convicting to me, because it says, “And rising very early in the morning, while it was still dark, he departed 

and went out to a desolate place, and there he prayed.”  Very soon, Simon and one of the other disciples came looking for Him. They 

were like, “Hey, Jesus. We’ve got a huge crowd of people here, lined up, for You. We’ve prepped them. They’re ready for You to 

speak, to heal—whatever You want to do.” Jesus replied, “Well, actually, no. We’re going on to the next town; that’s why I came.” 

Luke 5 talks about how Jesus often slipped away to a desolate place. I used to think about Mark 1:35, and it was convicting to me, 

because Jesus was an early riser, but I like to sleep in. I especially love to sleep in after a good hard day’s work, working into the 

evening, ministering, pouring out my heart to help and serve people, then I like to sleep in a little bit late. Oh, no, not Jesus. He’s 

like super-spiritual. He gets up early and gets going.  

I used to be fixated on the fact that it was early and Jesus was all about getting up and getting going. But as I was meditating in 

preparation for this sermon, I thought maybe Jesus often slipped away from big crowds, not because He was an early riser, but 

because He knew the crowds would be back. 

Jesus had just healed dozens, if not hundreds, of people, and the word was spreading near and far. He knew if He was going to 

have time alone with His Father, He needed to get up early and slip away. Why would He do that? Why would Jesus purposely 

avoid these ministry opportunities? Again, we could speculate here, but I’m persuaded the bottom line is this: Jesus, being fully 

man and fully God, saw prayer as an active and critical aspect of ministry, not a secondary activity and certainly not as a last 

resort. Often we will start with prayer, like we began this service. Maybe we start a Bible study with prayer. Maybe we even close 

in prayer. So, we often mark the beginning and end of ministry with prayer.  

What I see in Jesus, though, is that prayer is ministry. Jesus wasn’t thinking, “I’m going to avoid all this ministry opportunity and 

just go pray.” No, Jesus was probably thinking, “This is the ministry the Father is calling Me into at this time.” He saw prayer as a 

critical and integral part of His ministry, and as ministry itself. Because of that, He made time for it. He intentionally carved out 

time to focus on it. It was a priority for Him. 

As we go through this message, I believe we’re going to see that the life Jesus lived and the example He modeled for the disciples 

had an enormous impact on the kind of church that was born through the power of the Spirit. Jesus was a prayer warrior. And 

because of this conviction, I believe in a very real way—as this sermon title indicates—prayer is the primary work of the Kingdom. 

We sometimes think of prayer as this thing we do to prepare for ministry, or to get God to begin moving in ministry, but I believe 

prayer is ministry. It’s an essential Kingdom-building activity that deserves a place as a top priority in our lives—not just as 

individuals, but as a church family, as the body of Christ, whether we’re in large groups or small groups. Actually, I even believe it 

starts at home. I’ll say more about that in a little bit. 

Listen to this quote from Mark Labberton who spoke at the Global Leadership Summit in 2006:  “Time is not primarily for the sake 

of doing more.” I want to stop right there. I don’t know if there are any other doers out there like me, but that’s hard to hear. Time 

for me is like, “Pack it in. Let’s get as much done as we possibly can.” My list is long and it never runs out.  

I remember years ago, I had started my own business. I was in my office and wasn’t doing anything that important, but I was busy. 

My then five or six-year-old son came walking into the office and said, “Hey, Dad, are you busy? ” I said, “Yeah, Bud. What’s up?” I 

thought it was a great response, but he just ran right out of there. I thought, “Where did he go? I thought he wanted something.” 

A few moments later my lovely wife came walking in and said, “Hey, what are you doing right now?” I said, “I’m just working on 

some stuff.” She said, “Well, you know, John just came in here and asked if you were busy.” I said, “I know. I said yeah. What’s up?” 

She said, “All he heard was the ‘Yeah, I’m busy.’” I  said, “Well, I am busy. I’ve got a lot going on.” My wife then said to me probably 

one of the most important things I’ve ever heard in my life: “Joe Denner, you will never not be busy.”  



So hearing the first sentence in Mark Labberton’s quote is really hard for me. There’s a thing in me that says, “No, no, no, time is 

for the sake of doing more.” But Mark says: 

Time is not primarily for the sake of doing more. Time is God’s gift for being, and for doing what matters. God has created a world in time, and 

today, as every day, there will be enough of it for what matters. Not enough for all I could imagine doing, or for all that will be asked of me. 

When I read that quote, I thought of Jesus. If there was ever a person on planet Earth who was busy, it had to have been Jesus. 

We think, “That’s old times, back when life was slow and there wasn’t much going on.” No, no. Jesus was busy. Jesus was in demand. 

Crowds were following Him. Crowds were vying for His time. They wanted time with Jesus. They wanted Him to heal them. They 

wanted Jesus to heal their wife or kids. They wanted Jesus to cast a demon out of somebody. They wanted more of Jesus. But 

Jesus knew that time was not just for doing things just to look like things were getting done. Jesus knew that time was also for 

prayer.  

I think it was Martin Luther who, many years ago, was quoted as saying, “You know what, I’ve got a terribly busy day ahead of me 

this morning, therefore I need to spend at least four hours in prayer.” Martin Luther saw prayer as ministry because Jesus saw 

prayer as ministry. It wasn’t something He went away to; it was something He stepped into, being in and with the Father. He spent 

time in communion with the Father. Remember, Jesus said in John 5:19, “I don’t do anything of My own initiative. I only do what I 

see the Father doing.”  He went on to say in John 14, “I don’t say anything on my own initiative;  I only say what I hear the Father 

saying.” 

Jesus was in ongoing prayer and communion with the Father, and there were times when He just needed to get away and be 

quiet. The apostles witnessed this. We need to understand that there will be enough time for what matters. And prayer matters. 

Jesus’ life proved it. Let’s take a closer look. 

Jesus had modeled it. 

My first point this morning is that prayer becomes essential when we see that Jesus had modeled it. We’re going to rip through 

the Gospel of Luke here for a few minutes to see the unique perspective of Jesus’ humanity. All four of the Gospels give us different 

angles on the person of Jesus. 

• Matthew is all about Jesus as the King.  

• Mark is all about Jesus as the Servant. John, which we just went through together for the last year, is all about Jesus as the Son 

of God.  

• In Luke we see Jesus as a man, as the Son of Man. I’s not a surprise to me that in Luke, as in no other Gospel, we see as many 

references as we do to Jesus spending time in prayer. 

We’ve already looked at Luke 5, where we saw that He often slipped away to be alone and pray. Then in Luke 6:12 we see a time 

when Jesus spent all night praying. Anybody here ever spent all night praying? You don’t have to raise your hand, because most 

of us won’t be able to.  

My family used to go to a thing called “An all night of prayer,” but it only lasted seven hours. Jesus was up all night in prayer. He 

was wrestling with the Father. He was listening to the Father. He was talking with the Father. Then He the next morning He 

appointed the 12 apostles. Jesus knew He needed time with the Father to do this, as well as for whatever else was coming that 

day. 

In Luke 9, after the feeding of the 5,000, Jesus again slipped away to pray. I believe it’s in Matthew’s Gospel where we see more 

specifically that Jesus actually left the crowd and went up into a mountain to pray. It says in Luke 9 that the disciples joined Him, 

so they saw Him praying. In Luke 9:28-36, we find Jesus being transfigured on the top of the mountain.  verse 29 says, “And as he 

was praying,”  Jesus was transfigured. Peter, James and John were there to witness this.    

All this led to Luke 11, when the disciples came to Jesus and asked Him to teach them to pray, like John taught his disciples. I think 

the disciples were prompted to ask this because they had seen John’s disciples being taught, but even more because they had 

seen Him praying. They had been with Him when He prayed. Remember,  students of a rabbi would normally seek to learn what 

the rabbi said, did and even thought, so they could become like him. So they said, “Jesus, please teach us to pray.”  



Then lastly, in Luke 22, we find Jesus and His disciples in the garden. He then took Peter, James and John apart from the others, 

then He went off a little further. He fell on the ground and began to pray. I think it’s interesting that this is one of the last acts that 

all the disciples together witnessed with Jesus before His arrest, scourging, crucifixion and burial. So I believe that emblazoned 

on their minds was how, in this final hour, Jesus was not pacing. He was not talking to them about strategic plans for what was 

coming. He was praying, surrendering Himself to the Father, saying, “Father, if You could take this cup from Me…;yet not My will, 

but Yours be done.” That’s what the disciples were left with.  

The Church then followed it. 

So Jesus saw prayer as an active and critical part of His ministry, and the disciples witnessed it as well. Therefore after Jesus had 

modeled it, the church then followed it. It wasn’t just Jesus; it was the church. 

When we get back to our text in Acts 1, we find what happens just after the Ascension. The Holy Spirit hasn’t come yet, but after 

Jesus leaves, what’s the first thing they do? Verse 14 says they pray. Why? Because they had already been prepared to be a praying 

church. They had seen their Savior pray and pray and pray.  

So it says in Acts 1:14, “All these with one accord were devoting themselves to prayer.”  That’s a key phrase. We saw that last week as 

Tim introduced Acts 2:42, but it actually started here in Acts 1, before the Holy Spirit came. It says these men and women devoted 

themselves to prayer. What does that mean? In other translations it says they “continued steadfastly in prayer.” The Greek word 

means “a steadfast and single-minded fidelity to a certain course of action.” It could also mean, “referring to those who continually 

insist upon something.”  

What we find in the disciples is a group of men and women who insisted on praying together. We find this in Acts 1:12, then again 

in Acts 2:42. There it says, “And they devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the 

prayers.”  Same exact words: devoted, continued steadfastly. They insisted. It was part of the early church’s DNA. They would not, 

not pray together.  

We find it again in Acts 6 where we encounter the first church conflict. It didn’t take long. I don’t think Acts 2 and Acts 6 are that 

far apart. Because there were people, there were problems. There were certain widows who were not being properly cared for. 

This was the very first church conflict, so what did the apostles do? They gathered everybody together.  

I want to be very clear about what takes place here in Acts 6:4-6. There wasn’t a diminishing of the need of the widows; there was  

actually an elevation of their need, as the apostles came together. They brought everybody together and said, “Hey, we need you 

to pick out seven men.” Then they listed character qualities, the qualifications, for the men who would be taking care of these 

widows. They set a high bar because they needed to be men of faith and filled with the Holy Spirit. They weren’t just grabbing 

whoever was available at the time. They were seeking godly men to do this work. These were actually the first deacons in the New 

Testament church. Then the apostles said to the group in verse four, “But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of 

the word.”  It’s the same exact phrase. “We will insist upon—we will stay true in a single-minded way—to a course of action.” What 

is that course of action? “We will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.” 

It goes on to say that everyone was pleased by this, so they gathered the seven men together and brought them before the 

apostles. Then we read in verse six, “These they set before the apostles, and they prayed and laid their hands on them.” So even the 

people were praying. The people set the men before the apostles, then altogether the church family prayed over these men. Once 

they had received this confirmation, they commissioned them and sent them to do the work. 

We find this again in Acts 13 with the sending out of Paul and Barnabas on the first missionary journey. We find it again in Acts 

14, where Paul and Barnabas circled back to all the churches they had planted. What did they do? They gathered the church 

together, the church prayed and fasted, then they selected elders, laid their hands on them and commissioned them to the work. 

So we see this pattern of an insistence upon and devotion to this ministry of prayer. There’s a clear pattern going on here that 

comes because  this is what they saw, day in and day out, with Jesus. He was a man Who was insistent on and devoted to prayer. 

Again, prayer wasn’t something they simply did to prepare for, start or open up a ministry time; it was actually ministry.  

We see another example in Acts 4, where Peter and John had been arrested and threatened, then were specifically told not to 

preach anymore in the name of Jesus or about His resurrection. So what did they do? They didn’t cower. They didn’t start 



strategizing. They went back to their friends and prayed. It says in verses 23-24, "When they were released, they went to their friends 

and reported what the chief priests and the elders had said to them. And when they heard it, they lifted their voices together to God.” 

They prayed a beautiful and wonderful prayer about the sovereignty and goodness of God, then they asked God to come to them 

and embolden them to continue to preach His word. Verse 31 says, “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.”  

It all started with prayer, and I believe they continued in prayer after this. If we go to Acts 12, we find trouble had come. Herod 

has murdered, or martyred, James. The Jews then became super-excited, which Herod liked, so he also arrested Peter and put 

him in jail with the intent to do the same to him. But what do we read in Acts 12:5? “So Peter was kept in prison, but earnest prayer 

for him was made to God by the church.”  Not only that, but when Peter got out of prison, what was the first thing that happened? 

Once he woke up and realized he wasn’t dreaming, he went and found the church praying. He went to Mary’s house, the mother 

of John Mark, and he knocked on the door. He knew they would be in there praying. Why? Because they were a praying church, 

because they had a praying Savior. 

It's our turn to continue it. 

Lastly—and this is really where the rubber meets the road—because Jesus modeled it, because the church followed it, it’s now 

our turn to continue it. I’m not talking about individual prayer; I’m talking about praying together as a church family, in large 

groups or small groups, whatever it may be. God is calling us to be a praying church, first and foremost through our leaders. Our 

leaders must make prayer a priority work, like we saw in Acts 6. Then it starts in the home, as couples, husbands and wives; we 

are a subset of the church. It says where two or three are gathered together, there He is in their midst (Mathew 18:20). Husbands 

and wives, we are a powerful, mighty instrument of warfare in the hands of God to accomplish His work. Prayer is part of our 

ministry as couples. 

We are to also gather the family, gather whoever lives with you—your kids or somebody who’s living with you for a time. Gather 

together as a family. Why? Because what is the church? The church is a family of families. The church is a household of households. 

So what we do together as the church we should be doing in our homes.  

Also on Sunday mornings, when we gather together here, we pray. I want to encourage you to pray together after the service. I 

challenged the 9:30 service to do this and was super-encouraged by what happened. Often what happens at the end of a service 

is, as soon as Josh dismisses us after singing the last song, this room empties. It’s hard to believe how fast this many people can 

get out of the room. What are we in a hurry for? Hopefully what we’ve experienced is an encounter with the living God, in worship, 

prayer and the Word.  

We were part of a house church for 13 years and after every service you would find pockets of people praying together about 

what God had said to them, about what God was doing in their lives. There was repentance. There was encouragement. There 

was hope given. There was prayer being lifted to God. 

After the 9:30 service this morning, I actually caught a few groups—one in a back corner, one out in the foyer—praying together. 

I think that’s a beautiful expression of what God is looking for us to be engaged in as a church family. Now, that’s not to guilt you 

into praying together after this service, but why would it not be part of our life together as a body? We are the church and we’re 

to be a praying church. 

Then in our small groups as well. I’ve already talked to my small group leader and have his permission to share what I’m about to 

say. One of the things we love the most about our small group is the sweet spirit of prayer that exists there. It is awesome. As 

small group ministry first began and corporate prayer meetings in the church began to dwindle, I was concerned that the small 

group prayer times would become very focused and very inward. I think that’s what a lot of small groups experience, just praying 

for each other. Now, it’s awesome and wonderful that we are praying for each other, but we should also be praying about what’s 

going on in our church. We should be praying for our leaders. We should be praying about our mission trips that are going on. 

We should be praying for the other campuses we offer.   

We should be praying for what’s going on in our nation. We live in a nation that is going through the most incredible moral and 

social decay and self-destruction. It’s amazing. Our world and our nation needs prayer. We need to be praying, not just for each 



other, but we need to be praying for the church and for our state. In our state, in the years to come, there will probably be 

multiplied numbers of abortions performed than were before the reversal of Roe vs Wade. Isn’t that something we should be 

praying about? 

We should be praying for all God is doing. This doesn’t mean small group meetings need to become four-and-a-half hour 

meetings. The point is let’s not leave prayer to the end when we have five minutes left, when we share some prayer requests, one 

person prays, then we scatter. No, let’s take time to pray. Isn’t it beautiful to hear your brothers and sisters pray? I won’t mention 

names, because I don’t want to embarrass them, but I love to hear my small group members pray. I love to hear my wife pray. I 

love to hear my kids pray. It’s a beautiful thing.  

Whenever we’re together, we can be praying. Whenever we make decisions together, like they did in Acts 6, 13 and 14, we should 

be praying together. We should pray whenever we encounter obstacles or opposition, like they did in Acts 4. We should pray to 

advance the cause of God’s Kingdom-building ministry all over the world, like Paul called us to in 2 Corinthians 1:11.  

Finally, the whole context of 1 Timothy is the gathering together of the church and Paul wrote in 2:8, “I desire then that in every 

place the men should pray, lifting holy hands without anger or quarreling.”  He wanted them to pray. In Colossians 1:3, Paul wrote, “ 

We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you.” Paul was in prison, writing to the Colossians, but 

there were others  there and they are praying.  

Church, I know this message has been a little uncomfortable, but I hope it also brings hope and life into us. Prayer is a sweet and 

wonderful time of communion with God. He wants us not just to enjoy it in our prayer closets, He wants us to enjoy it together 

as a family. Jesus saw prayer as an active and critical part of His ministry and so should we. We can’t just simply find time for it; 

we have to actively and intentionally carve out time to slip away from the to-do list and the other crying needs around us, just to 

be alone or together with our Father.  
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