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Introduction 
 Let’s face it: who you are and where you are today is the direct result of 
thousands of past choices that you have made.  From the momentous to the mundane; 
from where to go to school, what to do with your life, who to marry to where to go out on 
Friday night, what to eat for lunch, who to room with, our choices are important and can 
make a huge difference on what happens to us.  Sometimes we’re very aware of the 
weightiness of our choices and sometimes nonchalant, but I’m sure that at one time or 
another everyone in this room has wrestled with making a decision.  Raise your hand if 
you’ve ever felt perplexed over a decision you’ve had to make in your life. 
 The classic examples for younger people are where to go to college.  That’s a big 
one right?  Then there’s what to major in, if or who you should marry, what job to 
take,…  Later on in life it can be what neighborhood to live in, if or when you should 
have kids/how many, whether or not to make a career change.  Decisions, decisions, 
decisions; life is made up of endless decisions. 

I used to have a really hard time making decisions.  It’s back to school time now 
and I can remember as a kid going shopping with my mom during this time of year with 
the massive throngs at the mall.  We would spend a whole day buying new stuff because I 
just couldn’t make up my mind on things like what shoes to buy.  It was paralyzing.  I 
used to think I had a problem… and then I met Andrea, my wife, bless her heart.  She’ll 
buy things at the store because she can’t decide and then take back what she doesn’t want 
later (I think stores should consider changing their policy on returns)!  Well, now I can 
make split-second decisions – “Does this look good on me?  Should I keep it?”  “Yes.”  
“What do you think about this dress?”  “Umm, I don’t like it.”  Sometimes I don’t even 
have to look anymore! 
 Well, decisions – they’re everywhere.  Some of them are small, but some of them 
are big.  Some people don’t take them seriously enough, some agonize obsessively over 
them.  The section of Scripture that we’re looking at together today I believe gives us a 
helpful framework to use in approaching life choices.  In short, what God wants to teach 
us today from this text is just this: When you’re walking closely with God there is a 
way to make good decisions in life with confidence and peace. 
 
Let’s pray… 
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The Apostolic Practice of Prayer 
 Last week we saw that this book, formally known as The Acts of the Apostles, is 
the continuing story of what happened as a result of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection by 
the same author who wrote one of the four Gospels (Luke is his name).  Luke, in his 
prologue to this book, told of how Jesus prepped his followers for something big and 
gave them a role in it and then left this earth.  Now the disciples of Jesus are left to wait 
in Jerusalem for the promised Holy Spirit and the next phase of redemptive history. 

Verse 12 picks up after the ascension of Jesus.  He had exited this dimension from 
a hill just east of the temple in Jerusalem called the Mount of Olives.  Luke tells us it was 
“a Sabbath day’s walk from the city” (v. 12).  That’s just a way of letting readers 
unfamiliar with Jerusalem geography know that it was really close by – about one 
kilometer (Jews had regulations on how far one could walk on the day of rest and had 
come up with this regulated distance). 

After getting back into the city, we’re told “they went upstairs to the room where 
they were staying” (v. 13).  It’s very likely that this is the room that they were in on that 
first Easter Sunday when the resurrected Jesus first appeared to them all and it’s very 
likely that that’s the room where they shared the famous Last Supper together, but we 
don’t know for sure.  Wherever it was, it had become the Jerusalem headquarters for the 
early church. 

Luke tells us who was present, mentioning first The Eleven, who together with 
Judas the traitor had comprised the inner circle of Jesus’ disciples during his ministry.  
We have the same list with the same names given to us in Luke 6.  Verse 14 makes 
further mention of “the women” – Luke is quick to point out the fact that women played a 
large role in Jesus’ ministry (cf. Lk. 8:3).  He also mentions Jesus’ mother and brothers 
who had become believers by this time.  Verse 15 notes that the total number of the group 
was “about” 120 (Luke says about because he’s such a careful historian that when he’s 
using round numbers he doesn’t want to be misunderstood as fudging with details if the 
precise number is not known). 
 But the big thing we need to notice is what they were doing.  Look closely at v. 
14.  What were they doing?  “They all joined together constantly in prayer.”  Or as 
another translation puts it, “These all with one mind were continually devoting 
themselves to prayer” (NASB).  They had unity – unified purpose, unified desires, 
unified passion, unified mission.  They were together.  They didn’t all go to their own 
homes and pray individually.  They were desperate for God together.  And they didn’t 
just say a short obligatory prayer before beginning to eat.  They were 
continually/constantly praying.  They set aside large amounts of time to join hearts and 
voices in praising and petitioning God.  They intentionally entered his presence together 
and in dependence asked him to act on his behalf in their lives.    

Have you ever joined together regularly with others in prayer?  It’s powerful!  
Communal prayer is a marvelous way to connect to God, to feed a relationship with him 
that keeps your heart set upon him and undistracted by the cheap imitations this world 
shoves in your face all the time.  Sure there’s a place for individual prayer, but joining 
together consistently in prayer is a way unlike any other.  Coals burn brighter when 
they’re put together.  I’ve found that to be true in my life. 
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Here we see that the early church was big on corporate prayer.  Before anything 
else happened, they were on their knees together.  What we see here is a pattern that has 
been repeated throughout history.  Before a major outpouring of God’s Spirit to awaken 
people to reality, people are praying.  Jim Cymbala, pastor of the Brooklyn Tabernacle 
astutely points out, “The Christian church was born… in a prayer meeting.”1  Cymbala’s 
own church is a great example of this principle that prayer precedes the Spirit.  You can 
read about it in the book Fresh Wind, Fresh Fire.2  They made Tuesday night prayer 
meetings the most important thing about their church and boom God started doing big 
things in New York City to transform lives. 

In 1857 a businessman in New York City decided to start a prayer meeting over 
the lunch hour everyday to seek God together with other businessmen.  It started out 
small, but then more and more people started showing up and “with one mind [they were] 
continually devoting themselves to prayer.”  And the Holy Spirit started to blow across 
the city and even the country, sparking a revival in which it’s estimated that of the 30 
million population of the U.S. 2 million people became Christians between the years 
1857-1859.3  History is replete with other examples like this.  And we see it first in the 
book of Acts. 

The great Brit, Charles Spurgeon, who’s known as the Prince of Preachers once 
said this, “The condition of the church may be very accurately gauged by its prayer 
meetings.”4  There are a great many churches where hundreds, sometimes thousands 
show up on Sunday mornings for singing and preaching, but it’s like pulling teeth to get 
people to come to a prayer meeting during the week.  If they have one, only a handful of 
people come.  As long as that’s the case, the church will be ineffective in seeing 
significant change happening people’s lives and in communities.  They’ll keep doing 
their thing on Sundays, maybe see church growth by swiping churchgoers from the 
church down the street, while the world keeps on doing its thing living in darkness.  
That’s not what we see in the book of Acts. 

But I’m actually encouraged.  I think God’s about to do something really big in 
the city of Chicago.  You know why?  Because I see people across this city starting to get 
together to pray.  You may not think it because we’re in the Midwest and we have our 
share of mega-churches, but Chicago is one of the deadest cities spiritually in the country.  
If you look at statistics, compared to other major cities, Chicago looks pretty bleak.  But 
God has started to get the attention of some of his believers here and cause them to pray. 

I know a guy from the area, John Armstrong, who’s started a small ministry called 
Reformation & Revival and he’s been praying for years for God to do something in 
today’s age.5  I met with a guy this week that God has brought to Chicago to do ministry 
who’s big into prayer.6  I can think of other pastors in this city who have been convicted 
of this truth that gripped the early church.7  Albert emailed me a link this week of a 
building that’s up near Kedzie and Elston that’s has people praying for this city 24 hours 
a day, 7 days a week.8  Not to toot our own horn, but our church started out of a prayer 
meeting that met for a couple years back in the early 90s and since then we’ve had a 
weekly prayer meeting that has been well attended (although it could always be better; I 
encourage you to come pray with us on Saturdays from 9:45 to noon). 

Well, all that to say I think God’s up to something in the UIC area and the city of 
Chicago because just like in Acts ch. 1 people are starting to get together and pray with a 
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unified heart cry.  That’s the only way anything of substance is going to happen.  I want 
to see even more people be a part of that. 
 
Apostolic Decision-Making 

“But wait a minute,” you say, “I thought this was going to be about discerning 
God’s will and making decisions.”  It is!  “But you’re just talking about how important it 
is for a church to be praying together.”  I know, but that’s where becoming a person who 
can make wise decisions starts.  Some of you may be here today and don’t know God 
through Jesus.  That’s great that you’re here; this is the place to be.  But maybe you got 
excited because you thought I might give you some practical advise that could help with 
a tough decision you are be facing and when I started talking all about prayer and revival 
and stuff like that you just thought, “Whoa, this isn’t for me.” 

Well, let me just say that we, as Christians, believe that “there is a way that seems 
right to a man, but in the end it leads to death” (Prov. 14:12).  And we also believe that 
there is a way to live life to the fullest, a life-style that is blessed and rich and that is to be 
found in walking with God – knowing the Creator, conforming your desires to his 
desires, seeking to please him.  Living this way is the only way that will ultimately make 
you happy.  I can’t convince you of that in the next 20 minutes, but I believe it with all 
my heart and many have found that to be true.  Walking closely with God is the best way 
to live. 

Now when you’re doing that, you will still be faced with hard decisions to make.  
And your desire in them will be to please the Lord.  Our decisions should be rooted in a 
desire to walk in God’s ways.  How do you go about making decisions in that way?  The 
rest of this chapter shows us even more how to do that.  But the first step is being a part 
of a community that prays together.  Being connected to a local church and regularly 
joining with those believers in corporate, unified prayer.  That keeps you in tune with 
God, prevents you from doing your own thing (which is a dangerous thing).  The ability 
to make wise, God-honoring decisions starts with being plugged into a praying church.  
That’s number one. 

Now we see that the first praying church immediately faced a tough decision.  
Judas Iscariot was one of the original Twelve that Jesus had selected to form his new 
community.  In the last week of Jesus’ life, Judas betrayed Jesus and arranged for his 
arrest, leading the armed guard to where Jesus was.  We see here that this wicked act 
resulted in misery for Judas.  Matthew’s Gospel tells us that he hung himself.  Acts tells 
us the gory details of what then happened to him: his decaying corpse fell and his bloated 
body burst open and his innards spilled out into the field – it was the field purchased with 
the money he received for his treachery.  Not a pretty picture of where sin takes you in 
the end is it?  It’s kind of a graphic picture of where making bad decisions can lead you. 

Well anyway, that’s the situation and so there was an empty spot in the symbolic 
body of Twelve (meant to represent the twelve tribes of Israel in the new people of God).  
Now notice that it’s Peter, the leader of the community, who brought this to the attention 
of the others.  Here Peter steps up and takes charge.  We see here that there is leadership 
in a church that should be followed and trusted and consulted in making big decisions.  
That’s one of the things that the elders of a church are for (at this church that’s me, 
Hobin, and Derick).  We’re here to help the church as a whole and people within it with 
decisions that are faced.  So that’s a major point, point number two: big decisions don’t 
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have to be and really shouldn’t be made on one’s own.  They should be made with the 
help of the community and the community’s leadership. 

Something else to notice is that Peter goes to the Bible.  He understands how 
Scripture predicted the fall of Judas and necessitated his replacement.  He quotes two 
Psalms in v. 20 that foretold Judas’ defection and called for someone to take his place.  
Now the events surrounding Jesus and his death are unique, in that they were specifically 
predicted in OT Scripture.  Peter could look at the Bible and see it talk specifically about 
what he was supposed to do that day.  We don’t find ourselves in the same position, so 
we won’t use the Bible the same way.  We can’t treat the Bible like a magic 8 ball and 
ask it, “Should I move out of this house?”  And then flip randomly to Ps. 69:25 and read, 
“May your place be deserted; let there be no one to dwell in it” and see that as God’s will 
for you.  That’s not how it works. 

But rather the Bible should be used to gain broad principles that guide your 
decision making process.  The Bible corrects our desires and motivations and gives us 
God’s perspective with which to view our current circumstances.  The Bible’s not going 
to tell you if you should marry Jennifer Costello of 1921 N. Franklin Avenue, but it will 
tell you what sort of characteristics are desirable in a wife (inner beauty, industrious, 
agreeable, etc…) and what’s off limits (other men’s wives, non-Christians, etc…).  
Biblical principles have to inform your decision making process every step of the way – 
is there any greed in my motivations, is there anger in my reaction, is there pride driving 
me?  Principle number three: the Bible has to guide our decision making process. 
 Something else to quickly notice here is that Peter demonstrates a high view of 
God’s sovereignty that’s important to recognize when making decisions.  By that I mean 
that God is ultimately in control of everything that happens, nothing catches him by 
surprise or goes against his ultimate intentions.  Peter recognizes, “Scripture had to be 
fulfilled…” (v. 15).  Yes, we have meaningful choices that we make and that we’re 
responsible for, but you also have to recognize that God is ultimately in control.  And if 
you know him to be the One who “causes all things to work together for good to those 
who love” him (Rom. 8:28), then that’s a comforting thought in the midst of complex 
decisions.  So operate within an understanding that God is sovereign, that’s number four. 
 Praying/communing with God in community with other believers, submitted to 
godly leadership, submersed in Holy Scripture, resting in God’s good providence…now 
add a little common sense reasoning.  Do you see what’s going on in vv. 21-22?  Based 
upon Scripture and other factors, Peter deduces that the replacement for Judas should 
meet certain requirements.  He has a list: male, with Jesus since the beginning of his 
ministry, witness to the resurrection.  This solid reasoning is used to determine a 
candidate. 
 We can still do things like this today when faced with decisions.  A good example 
would be a pro and con list, informed from godly advice, Biblical principles, and just 
thoughtful reasoning.  Just thinking things through this way is many times simply all it 
takes. 

Many people, however, get to this point and get stuck.  Some people get hung up 
because they fear the prospect of closing doors (which is what every decision is in some 
sense), but that is to be combated with reminding oneself of God’s goodness and God’s 
sovereignty that protects “those who love him.” 
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Some people are afraid of taking risks.  A crippling fear of risk taking will prevent 
you from following God wholeheartedly and will result in a stale spiritual state that’s 
always dangerous because stale can so easily become dead.  Many of the things that God 
asks us to do in Scripture involve faith and are radical, because he wants to prove himself 
trustworthy through the process.  So don’t be afraid to take risks. 

Some Christians get hung up because they have this misguided notion of “God’s 
will” as something that you have to find and stay right in the center of.  We hear this a 
lot.  In fact, I hear this a lot in this church.  It’s common Christianese – “I’m praying to 
see if it’s the Lord’s will,” as if there’s some very narrow track which you have to stay on 
or you’ll miss out on God’s best for you that God needs to supernaturally show to you.  It 
can get really weird – “I don’t know why, but God told me to do this,” or “I know it 
makes sense, but I just don’t have confirmation that it’s God’s will.”  I can’t go fully into 
this here, but I don’t think it’s healthy.  There’s a very helpful book on the subject that 
demolishes this popular and troublesome notion of “God’s will” and gives a lot of 
practical advice in decision-making.  If this is something you’ve ever struggled with, get 
this book.  It’s called Decision Making & the Will of God: A Biblical Alternative to the 
Traditional View by Garry Friesen.9 

Essentially, what it points out is that when making decisions you don’t have to 
somehow discern what “God’s will” is.  God instead wants you to be walking with him, 
seeking after him, praying in community with other believers, letting the Word of God 
work on your heart, and then make decisions that make sense.  It’s not some complex, 
weird thing.  It’s like when I went into the office of one of my professors, Dr. Hafemann, 
to get his advise about whether I should pursue marriage with Andrea he simply repeated 
a phrase that I think dates back to St. Augustine – “Love Jesus and do what you want.”  
The loving Jesus part shouldn’t be taken flippantly, but the simplicity of this method is 
amazingly freeing.  “Is she a believer?”  “Yes.”  “Does she have godly characteristics that 
you are looking for in a wife?”  “Yes.”  “Do you like her?”  “Yes.”  “Then what are you 
waiting for?  Marry her!  You can’t go wrong.”  That’s simplified a bit for illustration 
sake but do you see what I mean? 

That seems to be what the early church models for us here.  But wait, it wasn’t 
quite so cut and dry (and some times it isn’t in our lives).  Two qualified people turned 
up: Joseph and Matthias.  Now what follows is something that seems a little strange and 
it has led many people to say that this is not an example of biblical decision-making that 
we should replicate – they prayed and then they cast lots.  But let me explain.  Casting 
lots was kind of like rolling dice in the ancient world.  Something akin to drawing straws 
is in mind here, but it was a common method of making choices in the OT among a 
people who were strictly forbidden to use divination.  Prov. 16:33 states, “The lot is cast 
into the lap, but its every decision is from the Lord.”  You see it was (correctly) believed 
that God controlled every single thing that happened and therefore this was a way to 
allow God to direct things in his sovereignty. 

Now I’m not necessarily recommending casting lots for today, but how many 
times do we do something very similar, that is leave the final decision in the hands of the 
sovereign God who “works out everything in conformity with the purpose of his will” 
(Eph. 1:11)?  Here’s a personal example.  We knew that we wanted to live in the area 
God had called our church to for obvious reasons.  Buying made good financial sense.  
There were a lot of biblical truths that guided our decision of what kind of place to buy 



7 

(commands about hospitality, warnings about materialism, etc…).  I also had a desire to 
do some remodeling which didn’t seem to go against any biblical commands.  The 
number of places that fit our criteria was narrowed.  One property turned up, it met a lot 
of our criteria, it was just on the far end of the immediate geographical area that we 
wanted our church to focus on.  But we weren’t sure what to do.  So we put in a low bid 
and waited to see what God would do.  He caused the sellers to reject our bid and so we 
didn’t go with that one.  We couldn’t make the decision so we let God make it for us.  We 
trusted his goodness to take care of us and he did.  He provided the perfect place for us 
and we’re so glad we didn’t get the first place. 

We do this all the time.  The Bible says kids are a blessing, we’re married, we 
have insurance, we want a family, not exactly sure this is the perfect time, we’ll go off 
birth control and see what happens.  God opens and closes the womb.  They’re both jobs 
where I can serve God with my talents, Nathan and Derick and Hobin and the people in 
my small group think either one would be fine, I’d be happy with either one, I’ll simply 
apply and see which one hires me and which one offers the best package.  If after steps 1-
5 it still isn’t clear to you, then do something that allows God to make the decision 
himself. 
 
Conclusion 
 The book of Acts tells us the exciting story of how the church was birthed and the 
impact of God’s salvation on history and at the same time it provides a helpful guide for 
us living in the 21st century seeking to live in light of Christ’s work and the kingdom he 
inaugurated.   What we saw today is that when you’re walking closely with God there 
is a way to make good decisions in life with confidence and peace.  You walk closely 
with God by praying and fervently seeking his face with other brothers and sisters.  Then 
you “make plans by seeking advice” as Prov. 20:18 states, especially the advice of church 
leadership.  You also marinate in Scripture and bring it to bear on every aspect of the 
decision.  All the time you rest in God’s good sovereignty.  And you use wisdom and 
common sense to reason and rationalize.  Then, if need be, after all that is done you put 
yourself in a position where God can make the decision and you never look back. 
 
Benediction 
May God bring your desires in line with his desires and may he give you the desires of 
your heart (cf. Ps. 37:4). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 4, 2005.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 
personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 
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