
                                                                  www.Portalsgate.org                                                                               1 
 

 

http://www.portalsgate.org/


                                                                  www.Portalsgate.org                                                                               2 
 

 

The Culture of Prayer and  

Intercession in the Early Church 

INRODUCTION.  

 

By Isaiah-Phillips Akintola 

Most believers do not come to prayer as empty, ignorant students. We come carrying words 

we heard in childhood, phrases we borrowed from pulpits, expressions we absorbed from 

prayer meetings, and habits formed long before we ever paused to ask whether scripture 

itself had shaped them.  

Because prayer is so familiar, we rarely suspect that it may have been quietly reduced in our 

understanding. We know how to bow our heads, lift our hands, close our eyes, and direct 

language toward heaven, but familiarity can create a dangerous confidence. It can make us 

feel that we understand a holy thing simply because we have been near it for a long time. 

This is where distortion often enters the church, not through loud denial, but through slow 

displacement. A practice keeps its name while losing its value and weight. The vocabulary 

remains, but the burden fades. The form continues, but the fire that once governed it grows 

dim.  

The art of effective prayer is not destroyed all at once. It is softened, narrowed, 

sentimentalized, and gradually rearranged until it becomes less about entering the purpose 

of God and more about expressing the concerns of man. Much of the modern church still 

prays, in the sense that words are still offered to God, yet the weakness, confusion, and lack 

of spiritual government visible across the wider body of Christ suggest that something 

deeper has been lost. The scriptural definition of prayer, including its essence, its authority, 

its values, and its role in bringing the will of heaven into the affairs of the earth, has not been 

carried intact into the generation now occupying the church. 

Returning to the divine blueprint becomes necessary once this gap is recognized. Christ did 

not leave prayer undefined; he modeled it before he explained it, and the disciples who 

watched him pray asked him directly to teach them what they had already seen him practice. 

Paul carried this same instinct and understanding into the letters he wrote to the churches, 

treating prayer as divine kingdom governance rather than a private ritualistic comfort.  
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The early church that emerges from the book of Acts did not invent a separate doctrine of 

prayer; it operated inside the pattern Christ had already established, and the result was a 

community whose influence outran its size, its resources, and the hostility arranged against 

it. 

The Twin Foundations of the Early Church 

The sixth chapter of Acts opens on a practical crisis. Widows within the Hellenist community 

are being overlooked in the daily distribution of food, and the complaint reaches the apostles 

as a leadership problem needing structural correction. Their response to it reveals more 

about their priorities than the problem itself.  

Rather than absorbing the added administrative load, they instruct the church to select 

seven men of good report to oversee the distribution, freeing themselves to give continual 

attention to two things only: prayer and the ministry of the word. This decision defines the 

architecture of the early church more precisely than any structural chart could. Prayer and 

the word were never divided into separate departments, one reserved for mystics and the 

other for teachers; they were fused into a single ministry carried by the same men, because 

a church cannot sustain doctrine without a corresponding life of prayer to keep that doctrine 

alive in experience, and it cannot sustain prayer without doctrine to keep that prayer aimed 

at the purposes of God rather than the preferences of man. 

Acts 2:42 shows this fusion extending beyond leadership into the whole community. The 

believers devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching, to fellowship, to the breaking of 

bread, and to prayer, four disciplines held together with none of them functioning as a 

substitute for the others.  

A church can gather in fellowship without prayer and produce warmth without power. It can 

study doctrine without prayer and produce information without transformation. What 

distinguished the Jerusalem church was its refusal to separate what God had joined. The 

word supplied their content, prayer supplied their capacity, and neither alone could have 

produced a community capable of turning its region upside down within a single generation. 

Prayer as Architecture of The Early Church  

To the early church, prayer was not an act of presenting a request and waiting for an outcome. 

It was the structural framework inside which the entire community was built, in the way a 

foundation is not one feature of a building among others but the condition that makes every 

other feature possible. Remove the foundation and the walls do not simply weaken; they 

have nothing left to stand on. Luke presents prayer this way across the whole of Acts.  
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It surfaces at every hinge point in the narrative, not as decoration but as the mechanism 

through which the next movement of the Spirit is released: before Pentecost, prayer; before 

the boldness that follows persecution, prayer; before the sending of Paul and Barnabas, 

prayer; before Peter's release from Herod's prison, prayer.  

The pattern repeats too consistently to be coincidental. Luke is documenting a community 

that could not move forward without first passing through prayer, because prayer was the 

mechanism by which heaven's intention was translated into earth's action. 

This reframes what prayer was designed to accomplish. Jesus did not present prayer to his 

disciples primarily as a coping mechanism for hardship, though it certainly ministers to 

hardship when hardship comes. He presented it first from a position of relationship, 

teaching them to address God as Father before they asked him for anything. He presented it 

from a position of responsibility, teaching them to pray for the kingdom to come and the will 

of God to be done, language that assigns the one praying a role in that coming and that will 

rather than a passive wish for it from a distance. He presented it, too, from a position of 

execution.  

A prayer for God's will to be done on earth as it is in heaven functions as an invitation for a 

human agent to carry heaven's intention into the exact location where that agent already 

stands, since God has chosen from the beginning to work through human agency rather than 

around it. Understood this way, prayer stops functioning as a private transaction between an 

individual and their needs and becomes instead the operating system of a kingdom 

community assigned to represent heaven's government inside hostile territory. 

The Upper Room Before the Fire 

Luke wrote both the Gospel that bears his name and the book of Acts, and he deliberately 

connects the two volumes at exactly this point. The Gospel closes with a resurrected Christ 

instructing his disciples to remain in Jerusalem until they are clothed with power from on 

high. Acts opens with their obedience to that instruction, and the first recorded activity of 

the church, before it had a name, before it had written doctrine, before it had any leadership 

structure beyond the apostles themselves, was prayer.  

Acts 1:14 records the disciples continuing with one accord in prayer and supplication, joined 

by the women, by Mary the mother of Jesus, and by his brothers. This detail carries more 

significance than it first appears to. The most significant outpouring in the history of the 

church, the event that gave it language, boldness, and identity, did not arrive on a group that 

was strategizing or debating structure. It arrived on a group that was praying together, in 

agreement, with no recorded agenda beyond waiting on what the Father had promised. 
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The order here establishes a principle the rest of Acts will repeat: power follows prayer, it 

does not precede it. A church that wants the boldness of Acts 4 or the reach of Acts 13 without 

paying the price of Acts 1 is asking for a harvest without having done the planting.  

The upper room was not a spiritual formality the disciples endured before the real ministry 

began; it was the real ministry beginning, and the posture that produced Pentecost is the 

same posture that would go on to produce every other significant advance recorded across 

the rest of the book. 

When the Church Prayed Under Threat 

Acts 4 gives the clearest picture of what a praying church does when it meets resistance. 

Peter and John have just been arrested, threatened, and released with a direct order to stop 

speaking in the name of Jesus. Their first instinct on release is neither to strategize a legal 

defense nor to quietly comply and avoid further trouble.  

They return to their own company, report what has happened, and the gathered believers 

respond by lifting their voice to God with one accord. What they pray is instructive. They do 

not primarily ask God to remove the threat. They acknowledge his sovereignty over the very 

rulers opposing them, quoting from Psalm 2, a psalm that already describes the nations 

raging and their rulers plotting against God's anointed, so that the church places its present 

opposition inside a pattern scripture had predicted long before Rome or the Sanhedrin 

existed.  

Then they ask for boldness to keep speaking, along with signs and wonders to confirm the 

word. Acts 4:31 records that after they prayed, the place where they were gathered was 

shaken, they were filled with the Holy Spirit, and they spoke the word of God with boldness. 

This is corporate intercession functioning as divine kingdom governance rather than 

emotional complaint. The believers pray as a governing body identifying the spiritual reality 

behind their circumstances and asking for grace to fulfill their assignment inside those 

circumstances regardless of the threat still standing over them.  

The shaking of the physical location signals that something in the unseen realm had shifted 

in response to what was declared in the seen realm, precisely the kind of authority the earlier 

definition of prayer as execution requires. They did not pray for the problem to disappear. 

They prayed for the capacity to remain faithful to the assignment while the problem was still 

present, and heaven answered by increasing their boldness rather than by removing their 

opposition. 
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Antioch and the Governing Voice of Prayer 

By Acts 13, prayer had matured from a defensive posture into a directive one. The church at 

Antioch is described as ministering to the Lord and fasting when the Holy Spirit speaks, 

instructing them to separate Paul and Barnabas for the specific work he had called them to. 

This is prayer functioning as a receiving instrument for divine assignment rather than a 

request for divine assistance. The church does not initiate a mission and ask God to bless it 

afterward. It positions itself in prayer and fasting until the mission becomes clear, and only 

then does it send. 

What follows deserves close attention. Having fasted and prayed, the church lays hands on 

the two men and sends them away, and Luke records that they were sent forth by the Holy 

Spirit. The human action of commissioning is described as an act of the Spirit, because the 

prayer that preceded it had already aligned the church's decision with heaven's intention 

before that decision was ever made public. This is the governmental dimension of prayer the 

present generation of the church has largely lost. In the Antioch model, prayer is not 

consulted after a plan has already formed in a leadership meeting; it is the mechanism by 

which the plan is discovered in the first place. A church that reverses this order, forming its 

strategy first and asking God to endorse it in a closing prayer, keeps the vocabulary of 

Antioch while discarding its substance. 

The Prison Doors and the Praying House 

Acts 12 places prayer directly against the machinery of state execution. Herod has already 

killed James, seen that this pleased those opposed to the church, and imprisoned Peter with 

the clear intention of executing him after the Passover. Scripture records the church's 

response in a single sentence carrying enormous significance for a community with no 

political power and no legal recourse: prayer was made without ceasing by the church to God 

on his behalf. The believers had no lever to pull inside Herod's court, no appeal available to 

them, no leverage over the outcome except this one instrument, and they used it without 

ceasing. 

What follows is almost comic in its detail, and the comedy carries its own instruction. An 

angel releases Peter from his chains in the middle of the night, walks him past two levels of 

guards and a gate that opens on its own, and Peter, still uncertain whether he is dreaming, 

makes his way to the house where the church has gathered to pray for him. He knocks. A 

servant named Rhoda recognizes his voice, and in her excitement she runs to tell the others 

without opening the door, leaving Peter standing outside while the very people praying for 

his release insist that it cannot possibly be him.  
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This detail earns its place in the text for a reason beyond entertainment. It exposes a gap that 

still exists inside praying communities today, the gap between the prayer that is offered and 

the faith that expects the specific answer to that prayer to arrive in real time. The church 

prayed without ceasing and their prayer was answered exactly as they had asked, and they 

were still astonished when the answer knocked on their door. Prayer had already secured 

Peter's release before their faith had caught up to what it had accomplished. 

What Prayer Is Not Given to Remove 

A pattern emerges once these Acts narratives are read together rather than in isolation. 

Prayer in the early church did not function as a mechanism for avoiding difficulty. Paul and 

Silas pray and sing at midnight with their feet still fastened in stocks inside a Philippian jail, 

not after their release. Their imprisonment becomes the occasion for an earthquake that 

opens every door in the facility and leads to the conversion of their jailer's entire household, 

yet the prayer itself was offered from inside the very confinement the modern mind assumes 

prayer exists to escape. The consistent witness of Acts is that prayer changes both the person 

praying and the situation surrounding them, but it rarely does so by removing that person 

from the difficulty before the difficulty has finished its work. 

This corrects a distortion that has crept into much of contemporary prayer culture, where 

prayer functions primarily as a request for the removal of discomfort. God does respond to 

the immediate needs of his people, and scripture never asks believers to pretend otherwise; 

Christ himself instructed his followers to ask their Father for daily bread. But the deeper 

pattern across Acts suggests God is more committed to the transformation produced inside 

a trial than to the swift removal of the trial itself. 

What a believer wants resolved is frequently the very instrument God is using to build the 

discernment, endurance, and authority that believer will need for the assignment still ahead 

of them. A church that measures prayer only by how quickly its requests are granted will 

misread seasons of apparent delay as seasons of divine absence, when scripture consistently 

presents them instead as seasons of divine formation. 

The Architecture of Noah and the Present Hour 

Christ compares the days preceding his return to the days of Noah, a comparison usually 

applied to moral decline and general unpreparedness. But the comparison carries a second 

layer worth recovering. Noah was given an architecture, a specific pattern of measurements 

and materials, and his survival along with his family's depended on fidelity to that pattern 

rather than on his own improvisation. The ark was a precise blueprint that had to be followed 

exactly as given, down to the cubit, not a general concept Noah was free to adapt as he built. 

The present church stands in a comparable moment.  
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The culture around it has shifted decisively toward materialism, toward a psychological 

vocabulary that explains human behavior without reference to God, toward an identity 

formed by social media that measures worth by visibility rather than by function inside the 

kingdom.  

None of these currents will drown a church that has recovered the architecture of prayer 

scripture already provided. All of them will overwhelm a church that has replaced that 

architecture with its own improvisation. 

Recovering this architecture does not require inventing a new model. The blueprint already 

exists inside the book of Acts, tested by a community with no resources beyond what prayer 

produced for them, no political protection, no cultural favor, and no institutional 

infrastructure beyond a handful of believers gathering in homes. What that community had 

was fidelity to prayer as the mechanism through which they received direction, boldness, 

deliverance, and the discernment that governed everything else they did.  

The materialism and psychological frameworks currently reshaping large sections of the 

church offer no equivalent mechanism, because both operate entirely within the range of 

human resource, and prayer exists specifically to reach beyond that range into a resource 

human effort alone cannot generate. 

Prayer as a Kingdom Value System 

Prayer functions inside the New Testament church as a governing kingdom value system 

rather than a routine activity scheduled into a weekly service. A value system shapes 

decisions before those decisions are made; it does not simply comment on them afterward. 

When Acts describes a church that continued steadfastly in prayer, sent its missionaries out 

of a season of fasting and prayer, secured a prisoner's release through unceasing prayer, and 

found boldness under threat through corporate prayer, it is describing a community whose 

entire operating logic ran through this one discipline. Nothing of significance moved 

without first passing through it, and the God who shook a room in Jerusalem, opened a 

prison gate in Judea, and split open a jail in Philippi has not altered his response to a people 

who return to praying the way scripture actually defines it. 
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