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Let’s pray… 
 
Introduction 

Several decades ago a guy named J.B. Phillips wrote a little book entitled Your 
God is Too Small.1  I love that title.  The everyday person’s conception of God is 
woefully underestimated, but I think that even church going Christians many times have 
an inadequate perception of God.  We fail to remind ourselves regularly how big our God 
is, and that’s dangerous.  When is the last time you’ve been blown away by the sheer 
magnitude and glory of the LORD?  I mean utterly decimated, face to the ground, hair 
standing on end, awe and wonder before a holy and transcendent God. 

I want us to try a little exercise in order to recalibrate our vision of God.  If it 
helps to close your eyes and just let your imagination run wild as I talk here, please do.  
Brace yourself for a glimpse of galactic grandeur.2 
 
Galactic Grandeur 
 Let’s go in our minds to O’Hare and board a standard Boeing 747 jet airliner.  
Please fasten your seat belts, put your tray tables in their upright position, turn off all 
electronic equipment, and prepare for take-off.  The engines roar, it’s a little bumpy, and 
then… we’re off.  There’s that flutter in our stomachs.  Everything on earth begins to 
look like a miniature model.  We’re cruising at a speed of 500 mph.  That’s really quite 
slow compared to say the speed of light – an astonishing 186,282.4 miles per (not hour, 
but) second!  That’s 670,000,000 mph.  That means in one second, light can travel around 
the earth 7 times.  It takes light just 1 1/3 seconds to reach the moon – our first stop in our 
pathetically slow airplane. 
 Okay, after just about 3 weeks of non-stop travel, we’re here (flying to California 
would have just taken a little over 3 hours).  Now if we wanted to fly to the sun, it would 
take us a bit more than 21 years to get there.  Pluto, the farthest planet in our solar 
system, would take about 900 years of non-stop travel to get to.  I’m going back to my 
parents’ farm in Indiana in a few weeks and I’m looking forward to seeing stars again.  
But let’s pick the closest star in the night sky, Proxima Centauri, and say we left the Pluto 
airport in our puny little “jumbo jet.”  Any guesses on how long it would take to get 
there?  6 million years. 
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 Let’s get rid of our 747 and get a spacecraft that could travel to the sun in one 
hour (that’s 93 million mph)!  And let’s not set our sights on stars, how about different 
galaxies?  Andromeda is the closest one.  In our supped up vehicle we will get there in 
4.2 trillion years; it’s 15 quintillion miles away (that’s 15 with 18 zeros).  If we go to the 
farthest galaxy our human telescopes have been able to detect (are you ready for this?) it 
will take 20 quadrillion years.  Are your brains starting to short circuit yet?  We’re just 
getting started. 
 Our earth is part of a solar system composed of 9 planets circling a star – the sun.  
Our solar system is part of a galaxy called the Milky Way which is composed of 
somewhere between 150 to 200 billion stars circling a gigantic black hole.  The Milky 
Way is just one of some 150 billion other galaxies, each with tens of billions of stars.  
The galaxy Virgo has more than 5 trillion stars all to itself.  If you were to count every 
single solitary grain of sand on the face of the earth (which you’d go insane trying to do) 
it wouldn’t equal the number of stars in our universe. 
 Now a star like our sun is a mere 864,000 miles in diameter – that’s over 100 
earths lined up next to each other.  If we substituted another star in our galaxy named Eta 
Carinae for our sun it would swallow up all the planets up to Mars.  Twinkle, twinkle, 
little star?  One star named the Pistol Star glows with the energy of 10 million of our 
suns.  And this is nothing compared to the energy emitted from quasars – quasars are like 
stars on steroids.  3C-48 is a quasar 3.7 billion light years from earth and if you came 
within 1.2 quadrillion miles of it you would be instantly vaporized.  The power produced 
by a supernova – the collapse of a star – is like unto 100,000,000 explosions each with 
the power of 10,000,000 Hiroshima atomic bombs going off at the same time.  It is 
impossible to get our minds around a universe this big composed of unfathomable objects 
like neutron stars composed of material so dense that one teaspoon of it weighs 3 billion 
tons (that’s like stuffing a herd of 50 million elephants into a thimble)! 
 
Microscopic Majesty 
 But I’m still not done yet.  Let’s not miss the trees for the forest.  We’ve gazed at 
a little bit of galactic grandeur; now let’s peer into the microscopic majesty of this 
universe.  Let’s shift our focus now from massive nebulas and quasars to minute dust 
mites and sub-atomic particles.  Let’s return to O’Hare and come over to the physics lab 
at UIC.  Everything in this gargantuan universe is made up of multiple layers of 
construction.  Planets, people, brain cells, bacteria are all made up of molecules made up 
of atoms.  For centuries it was believed that the atom was the fundamental building block 
of nature.  We now know each atom is like a miniature solar system with a nucleus of 
electrically charged particles known as protons and neutrons around which electrons 
swirl in orbit. 
  Now how tiny is an atom?  Well, you can think of it this way: it would take 
100,000,000 atoms lined up side by side to span an inch.  Write the number 1 with 28 
zeros behind it and that’s how many atoms are in a typical cat.  But let’s go deeper inside 
an atom.  It’s interesting to note that the atom is largely empty space.  The nucleus is 
where most of its mass comes from.  But if an atom were the size of Notre Dame stadium 
where the Irish just got beat last night in a great game with USC, then the nucleus would 
be like a grain of sand on the 50 yard line.  It takes 10 sextillion (1 with 21 zeros) nuclei 
lined up side by side to span an inch. 
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 Inside each proton or neutron inside the nucleus are three infinitesimally small 
particles called quarks, each less than one-thousandth the size of a proton or neutron.  It 
takes 10 septillion quarks to make an inch.  The average atom might contain 1,000 of 
these tiny, vibrating filaments.  Quarks are held together by gluons.  There are also things 
called muons inside nuclei which are like electrons, but 200 times heavier, but they don’t 
stick around very long because within 2 millionths of a second after a muon is produced 
it explodes into electrons and neutrinos.  Neutrinos are only one millionth the mass of an 
electron.  Do you know that in the last few seconds some 60 trillion neutrinos ejected into 
space by the sun have passed through your body?  Did you feel anything? 
 So while there are comets and planets gracefully orbiting stars with mathematical 
precision in an endless number of galaxies billions of light years away there are distinct 
wavelengths traveling through this room right now, vibrating your eardrums, sending 
electric signals through your body, and being processed in your brain through thousands 
of chemical processes involving electrons and protons and neutrons and quarks.  And we 
haven’t even talked about the dimension of time and the split second existence of tiny 
“wormholes” (portals to different parts of the universe or time) or the unseen, immaterial 
realm of spirits, angels, demons, and great multitudes of cherubim and seraphim.  But 
why have I done all this?  Why have a tried to overwhelm you with the mind boggling 
magnitude and complexity of the universe. 
 So I can say to you, “Behold Your God who created heaven and earth,” and it 
means something.  If the universe is this big and expansive, what must God be like who 
willed it all into existence and holds it in the palm of his hand – matter like what’s in 
neutron stars that’s so dense that one spoonful would cut through planet earth like a bullet 
through a ball of cotton?  Who said, “Let there be light” and there was light, racing at 
186,000 miles per second.  Who incessantly fuels the zillions of stars burning at 
15,000,000 degrees Celsius?  If the universe is this complex and detailed, how utterly 
amazing is Christ in whom all things hold together including the production of muons, 
the orbit of electrons, and the elegant rhythm of sub-atomic strings?  He does all this 
without breaking a sweat.  He does not grow weary or tired.  “‘To whom will you 
compare me?  Or who is my equal?’ says the Holy One.  Lift your eyes and look to the 
heavens: Who created all these?  He who brings out the starry host one by one, and calls 
them each by name.  Because of his great power and mighty strength, not one of them is 
missing… Do you not know?  Have you not heard?  The Lord is the everlasting God, the 
Creator of the ends of the earth” (Isa. 40:25-26, 28).  Yes, our God is too often too small. 
 
The Early Church’s Prayer 
 I’m going through all this because I want us to look at the opening lines of the 
early church’s prayer recorded in Acts 4 and not just hear pious jargon, a meaningless 
religious platitude.  I want us to be able to echo their prayer and fall on our faces in awe.  
We saw two weeks ago that the church has something to offer the world.  We saw last 
week that the world many times reacts to the church’s offer with opposition.  Today we 
see that upon release from prison Peter and John went back to the community of faith and 
reported the opposition they had faced (because that’s another aspect of community – it’s 
a place to share each other’s burdens and crises) and then the church raised its collective 
voice in prayer to God saying, “Sovereign Lord… you made the heaven and the earth and 
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the sea, and everything in them” (v. 24).  I don’t want us to hear that and say, “Yeah, 
yeah, yeah.  God made the world, okay get on with it.” 
 The God we pray to is the Creator.  He is sovereign, meaning he has unrivaled 
authority, power, and meticulous control over everything.  He is Lord.  The word for 
Lord here is different than the one normally used (despotes instead of kyrios, used only 
6x of God or Jesus in the NT) and it indicates one who has complete power over someone 
else like slave or a subject.  He alone rules this universe.  He made everything; “without 
him nothing was made that has been made” (Jn. 1:3).  First century civilizations didn’t 
have telescopes or microscopes so based upon their cosmography this phrase here was 
the equivalent of saying today, “Sovereign Lord, you made quasars and quarks and 
everything in between.”  Do you understand the majesty and the splendor and the glory of 
the God who made and sustains all of this?  This is our God!!  We’ve got to realize who 
we’re talking about before we can understand what it means to talk to him.  Do we have 
too small of a view of God? 
 After reminding themselves who it was they worshipped and lived for and prayed 
to they recalled what God had said through the Holy Spirit in Holy Scripture – Psalm 2.  
Essentially it contains David’s question concerning why humans, particularly human 
rulers and officials, so foolishly rebel against this gigantic God and his Messiah as if they 
could somehow dethrone him or do anything to escape his control.  It’s ridiculous.  Why 
do people contest or despise God’s rule over the world he created?  How stupid.  They 
can’t do anything to thwart him.  I like what v. 4 says in Ps. 2 – People attack God, but 
“the One enthroned in heaven laughs.”  Human pride does not threaten or intimidate God.  
He’s dismisses it with a chuckle.  It is pretty funny – a puny little human shaking his fist 
at the King of this Universe.  But it’s not funny, because there are grave consequences to 
such foolhardy rebellion. 
 In v. 27 the church equates the execution of Jesus by King Herod, governor 
Pontius Pilate, Rome, and even Israel herself (represented by the Chief Priest and the 
Sanhedrin) with the ultimate fulfillment of Ps. 2.  Indeed these nations and kings of earth 
and rulers conspired against God’s anointed One – Jesus.  The crucifixion was an 
example of the greatest kind of rebellion against the Sovereign Lord of the universe.  Yet 
even here they were not gaining the upper hand on God.  They were playing right into his 
hand.  It truly was an exercise in futility.  The early Christians knew their God and that 
no-thing and no-one could come close to frustrating him. 
 
Excursus on Free-Will 
 We see in these verses that God is so big and sovereign that he is even in 
complete control of the free actions of human beings.  At this point I have to take a little 
excursus in order to address something that I promised I would talk about.  At our last 
Round Table we discussed the vexing problem of free-will – what is it and do we have it 
and why is it important?  We had a good discussion for a couple hours, but by the end I 
could tell a few people were frustrated or confused and were looking to me to give my 
take on things.  I said I would, but not then.  They’d have to wait for a couple of weeks 
and I’d do it in a sermon.  Then Ashton asked if I could alert her to the fact that I was 
doing it before I did because she said she has a tendency to zone out during sermons.  
You don’t know how disheartening that is to a preacher, Ashton, but here’s your heads 
up.  I’m giving my “answer” now (although there’s no way I can give anywhere near an 
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adequate treatment of this complex issue in 10 minutes, nor do I even pretend to be able 
to actually solve such a long-standing debate, nor do I ultimately want to take the mystery 
out of it; but nonetheless here’s my attempt to get us closer to an understanding of how 
predestination and free-will work out). 
 Like a great many theological conundrums, I think the answer can be gotten at by 
pondering the cross.  Look at v. 28.  The church has just prayed acknowledging that 
people like Herod and Pilate and others had raged and plotted and conspired against Jesus 
and of their own volition had him killed.  Then v. 28 says, “They did what [God’s] power 
and will had decided beforehand should happen.”  Their actions were their own and yet 
they were completely predetermined and foreordained by God.  It’s even clearer in 2:23.  
Look there – “This man [Jesus] was handed over to you [people of Israel] by God’s set 
purpose and foreknowledge; and you, with the help of wicked men, put him to death by 
nailing him to the cross.”  “God knew about it beforehand.  In fact, he planned it.  It had 
to happen.”  And yet, “You did it.  You’re responsible.  There’s no excuse.”  How can 
this be? 

Some people say it can’t be – God’s foreknowledge and/or foreordination are 
incompatible with human freedom.  But this is based upon an understanding of free-will 
that’s called in philosophical terms – libertarian free-will.  In this definition “an agent is 
free with respect to a given action at a given time if at that time it is within the agent’s 
power to perform the action and also in the agent’s power to refrain from the action.”3  
Here’s what it means in laymen’s terms – at every point of decision in life I must have 
the equal opportunity to choose either a or b, otherwise I am not free.  And if I’m not free 
in this sense then I’m not morally responsible nor am I capable of love; I’m a robot.4 

But I ask, “Is this how life works?”  Or more importantly, “Is this how the Bible 
portrays human action?”  I don’t think so.  The Bible seems to assert that in our natural 
state we are all in bondage to our passions or desires.  Before God opens our eyes to see 
his irresistible beauty we are described as blind (2Cor. 4:4) and slaves to sin (Jn. 8:34).  
Our totally depraved nature is wired to desire sin, so when we sin we do what we were 
predetermined to do, yet we do precisely what we want with out any constraint or 
compulsion.  We are free because we are never forced to do anything we don’t want to do 
yet the will is always prisoner to desire.  Essence precedes activity.  This is the way the 
world works and this is the way the Bible speaks of human action.  This is what’s called 
in philosophical terms – compatibilistic free-will, so-called because unlike the libertarian 
notion of free-will it allows the two assertions found side by side in places like Acts 2:23 
and 4:28 to be compatible.5 

So those who crucified Jesus were not mere puppets on a string.  They acted of 
their own (compatibilistic) free-will in acting upon their own sinful desires and thus are 
morally culpable.  However, they could not have acted otherwise because God planned it 
from the foundation of the world and by definition of being God he “works out 
everything in conformity with the purpose of his will” (Eph. 1:11).  The Sovereign Lord 
was in complete and total control.  R.C. Sproul makes it plain – “If there is one single 
molecule [quark?] in this universe running around loose, totally free of God’s 
sovereignty, then we have no guarantee that a single promise of God will ever be 
fulfilled.”6  The Creator controls everything, even free-human actions.  D.A. Carson sums 
it up this way – “Christians who may deny compatibilism on front after front become 
compatibilists (knowingly or otherwise) when they think about the cross.  There is no 
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alternative, except to deny the faith.”7  So the Bible makes more sense if we approach it 
with the understanding of compatibilistic free-will, but even once we acknowledge that 
much we still have many other tough questions like “Why doesn’t God re-wire 
everyone’s spiritual taste buds if he can?” or “How can God still not be the author of 
evil?” but we can talk about those at another time. 

But the big thing to get here is that even Jesus’ death at the hands of wicked men 
was completely within the realm of his sovereignty.  God is so big that he can control the 
course of his own creation.  He is in control of everything. 
 
Back to the Early Church’s Prayer 
 Alright, back to the larger context of the prayer we’re looking at.  Can you see 
how this whole passage is solidly fixed upon the un-tempered assertion that God is 
sovereign and powerful and majestic and mysterious and glorious, not to be messed with?  
The prayer starts off with a recognition of God as sovereign, as Lord, as the Creator of 
the universe.  It cites Scripture (which by the way is a great way to pray), Scripture that 
exposes the ridiculous nature of any attempt to buck God’s rule – even the greatest 
example of evil rebellion (the crucifixion) turned out to be the centerpiece of God’s entire 
plan for human history. 

Now with all that established, the prayer invokes this glorious God in v. 29 to 
consider the threats that the church was facing in their task of evangelizing – the current 
raging of the nations and vain plots against God and Christ by the rulers and elders of the 
people.  Then they ask God to make their proclamation that Jesus is the only hope for 
humanity even bolder despite the opposition.  And finally they plead with him to unleash 
even more of his sovereign power to show others his glory in the face of Christ.  “Roll 
back your sleeve, Almighty God, extend your omnipotent arm that juggles billions of 
galaxies at one time, and “stretch out your hand to heal and perform [more] miraculous 
signs and wonders through the name of your holy servant Jesus” (v. 30).  They’re saying 
they won’t be intimidated or influenced by these threats because they know what kind of 
God they serve and who is guaranteed to win in the end and they ask God to intervene. 
 
Conclusion 

I want to stop talking about this text and I want us to move into a time of actually 
doing it!  Church isn’t a spectator sport.  This isn’t in the Bible just for us to analyze and 
talk about.  It’s here for us to emulate and do.  This text is probably referring to one 
person who prayed out loud in the assembly and everyone agreed with the prayer and 
added their names to the petition by saying amen.  So let’s spend some time doing just 
that.  We have a Sovereign Lord for whom we know nothing is too difficult.  And the 
utter beauty of this whole thing is that he is not far off and remote even though he is 
infinitely greater than us but he has revealed himself to us ultimately in the person of his 
Son (the uncreated becoming part of this creation) and as a result we can talk to and 
communicate with a being beyond our wildest imaginations, approaching the throne of 
grace with confidence (Heb. 4:16).  And we also know that in his sovereign plan for this 
world that he created, a plan that he executes flawlessly, he has ordained to achieve his 
ends by use of means like prayer.  Even though it seems extremely hard and we’re facing 
some obstacles in our vision for this neighborhood, God could turn this UIC area upside 
down with his power and bring multitudes to worship his Anointed One and he might just 
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do it if we pray.  Let’s pray that he would.  May the Holy Spirit come on us afresh and 
shake us to the core. 
 
Corporate Prayer 
 

(1) Prayer recognizing God’s infinite greatness 
(2) Prayer relishing the mystery of the cross 
(3) Prayer requesting God’s intervention in the UIC area 

 
Benediction 
May you be shaken up by the glory of God, may you be filled with the Holy Spirit, and 
may you speak the word of God boldly. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 
Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, October 16, 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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