
ECF 24th July 2016 Acts 4:1-21 A Courageous Community 
Video: Superman Ducks  This is from the original television series of Superman in 1953.  I don’t know if you noticed, but 
when the bad guys shot at Superman, he didn’t flinch.  As the bullets bounced off his chest, he just smiled, with no thought 
of retreat! 
 
But when the bad guy ran out of bullets, he threw the gun at Superman – and for no apparent reason, Superman ducked.  
This man of steel, who stood defiantly fearless in the face of a hail of bullets, ducked in case he was hit by an empty gun! 
 
Isn’t that often like us.  If we have put our faith in Jesus, then we know that we are perfectly loved and accepted by the all-
powerful, all-knowing and all-present God.   
 
We have been adopted as his children and he has promised us that no-one can snatch us out of his hands and that he will 
be with us forever until he takes us home!  God has given us every reason to stand and fearlessly face any and every 
situation in our lives!   
 
And yet, we often panic with problems, we get discouraged at disappointments, we fret over the future, and when we have 
an opportunity to speak up for Jesus, we often hesitate, afraid of what the other person might say!  Like Superman, we 
often duck when faced with the challenges of life!   
 
But the early church was not like that.  They weren’t men of steel, untouched by pain or suffering.  But they did have 
unbelievable courage to stand in the face of incredibly opposition.  We can see this in the incident that happened 
immediately after the healing of the beggar at the temple gate that we looked at last week.  Acts 4:1-7: “The priests and the 
captain of the temple guard and the Sadducees came up to Peter and John while they were speaking to the people. 2 They 
were greatly disturbed because the apostles were teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection of the 
dead. 3 They seized Peter and John, and because it was evening, they put them in jail until the next day. 4 But many who 
heard the message believed, and the number of men grew to about five thousand. 
5 The next day the rulers, elders and teachers of the law met in Jerusalem. 6 Annas the high priest was there, and so were 
Caiaphas, John, Alexander and the other men of the high priest’s family. 7 They had Peter and John brought before them and 
began to question them: “By what power or what name did you do this?” 
 
1. A Frightening Experience 
This must have been a frightening experience for these two disciples.   
 
a) Arrested  
Up to very recently this was something that they had dreaded.  On the evening of Resurrection Sunday, “The disciples were 
together, with the doors locked for fear of the Jews.”  John 20:19  They had been in hiding, fearing that the temple guards 
would burst through that door.   
 
Now this fear had become a reality.  “They seized Peter and John.”  Acts 4:3  This arrest was led by the captain of the temple 
guard who was the chief of the temple police, with a rank second only the high priest!   
 
b) Put In Jail 
And after Peter and John were arrested, Luke records that “because it was evening, they put them in jail until the next day.”  
Acts 4:3  That was because it was illegal to put anyone on trial after the time of the evening sacrifice.  Incidentally that was 
just one of the laws that the Sanhedrin broke when they put Jesus on trial and condemned him to death. 
 
But this meant that Peter and John had all night to consider what was going to happen to them.  In the dark, in those 
uncomfortable and unfamiliar surroundings, it would only be natural for their minds to be filled with anxious fears.   
 
c) Questioned By the Sanhedrin 
And then after their first night in jail, “they had Peter and John brought before them.” Acts 4:7.  Years ago I went with 
someone to the court down in Wexford.  I hadn’t done anything wrong, and I wasn’t even on trial, but I remember sitting 
there, feeling pretty intimidated by the judge and the authority that he carried.   
 
How much more intimidating must it have been for Peter and John.  The Sanhedrin was made up of 71 rulers, so the 
disciples were totally outnumbered by the most powerful men of their nation. 
 
And this was the court where Jesus had been falsely accused and despite all the evidence to the contrary, had been found 
guilty.  They would have had no confidence that this court would be just or fair in their dealings with them!   



 
Most of the Sanhedrin were Sadducees.  They were the ruling classes of wealthy aristocrats.  They were also allies of the 
Roman government and worked to maintain the status quo in Jerusalem and they rejected the doctrine of any physical 
resurrection.  
 
So they fiercely against the disciples not only because they were disturbing the peace by challenging the status quo,  but 
also because they were “proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection of the dead.”  Acts 4:2, which was heresy in their minds. 
And “Annas the high priest was there, and so were Caiaphas.”  Acts 4:5  Both of these men were at the forefront of the trial 
and conviction of Jesus.   And so this must have brought back unpleasant memories for Peter in particular.   
 
He had followed Jesus into the courtyard of the high priest that night, but when he was confronted, his courage had 
deserted him and three times he denied even knowing Jesus: “I don’t know the man!” Matthew 26:72 
 
So here were Peter and John – arrested, jailed and now standing before these powerful, prejudiced and unscrupulous men 
who were demanding to know, “By what power or name did you do this?”  Acts 4:7.  What would Peter and John say?  
 
2. They Were Willing To Speak Up 
Acts 4:8-12:  “Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them: “Rulers and elders of the people! 9 If we are being called 
to account today for an act of kindness shown to a cripple and are asked how he was healed, 10 then know this, you and all 
the people of Israel: It is by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified but whom God raised from the dead, 
that this man stands before you healed. 11 He is 
“ ‘the stone you builders rejected, which has become the capstone.’ 
12 Salvation is found in no-one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved.” 
 
a) Proclaiming the Truth About Jesus  

i) His Power 
In that threatening and daunting situation, Peter courageously proclaimed the power of Jesus.  “It is by the name of Jesus 
Christ of Nazareth… that this man stands before you healed.” Acts 4:10  As he did before, Peter took none of the credit for 
this miracle.   He didn’t try and share the limelight with Jesus.  Instead he used this man’s healing to point to the life-
changing power of his Lord! 
 

ii) His Death 
But amazingly, this wasn’t all that Peter said.  When Paul wrote to the Corinthian church, he said that the message of Christ 
crucified is “a stumbling-block to Jews” 1 Corinthians 1:23  They struggled to come to terms with the idea of their Messiah 
dying in agony and shame on a cross under God’s curse.   
 
Peter also used to think like that.  When Jesus taught his disciples about the necessity of the cross, “Peter took him aside 
and began to rebuke him.” Mark  8:32  
 
But now, with no hesitation, Peter confidently proclaimed the truth that the Jesus who had healed this man, was the Jesus 
who was “crucified.”  Acts 4:10.   
 

iii) His Resurrection 
And despite the fact that the Sanhedrin was dominated by Sadducees who ridiculed the resurrection, Peter also proclaimed 
that Jesus was the one whom “God raised from the dead.”  Acts 4:10 
 
These days the message of the Son of God dying and rising again is still rejected by many as ridiculous, laughable or even 
offensive.  Even in some churches, the truth about the life, death and resurrection of Jesus is minimized, side-lined, or re-
interpreted.   
 
But Paul declared that “The message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it 
is the power of God.” 1 Corinthians 1:18  Even although it is foolishness in the minds of so many, we need to be like Peter 
and John and again stand and proclaim the truth that Jesus has the power to change lives because of his sacrificial death 
and glorious resurrection!    
 
b) Revealing their Guilt 
But Peter went further here.  He also told the Sanhedrin that Jesus is the one “Whom you crucified.”  Acts 4:10  He turned 
this situation on its head and put them on trial.  He put his accusers in the dock and found them guilty in their 
condemnation of, Jesus. 



 
And the evidence to convict them was the resurrection of Jesus, proved by his power to heal this man crippled from birth!  
“He is ‘the stone you builders rejected, which has become the capstone.’” Acts 4:11  The one they killed in agony and shame 
is the one that God raised from the dead and exalted to the highest place and is now working through to build his kingdom!  
 
Those weren’t easy words for Peter to say.  It’s takes courage to point out the guilty – especially in our culture where it is 
often seen as unacceptable to say that another person’s belief or behaviour is wrong.  But it is crucial that we don’t duck 
out of this responsibility.   
 
We need to be willing to say that “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Romans 3:23.  No matter how 
uncomfortable it is, we need to help people understand that we’re all guilty before God – that Jesus died because of our sin, 
that he suffered because of our rebellion – because if people don’t understand their guilt, how can they see their need of a 
Saviour! 
 
c) Declaring the Unique Saving Power of Jesus 
And that is what Peter went on to speak about.  Peter didn’t just want to share a message of condemnation.  He also 
wanted to share the good news of salvation.   
 
He declared: “Salvation is found in no-one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be 
saved.” Acts 4:12 
 
This is an amazing statement of compassion. Peter shared this offer of forgiveness of sins, healing of hearts and restoration 
of relationship with God with the Sanhedrin.  They were guilty not only of falsely accusing and imprisoning Peter and John, 
they were guilty of falsely accusing and condemning to death their Lord!  And yet Peter knew that God’s grace was available 
to them too!   
 
But this is also an statement of courage.  Peter was willing to tell these deeply religious and good-living guys not just that 
salvation is found in Jesus – but that salvation is only found in Jesus.  He is the only way for us to be saved! 
 
It still takes courage to say that!  The politically correct thing to say these days is that all beliefs are equally valid, equally 
true and in the end all roads lead to God.  To make an exclusive claim of truth is seen as arrogant and offensive.  And yet 
Jesus declared, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No-one comes to the Father except through me.” John 14:6  Jesus 
is unique in his person, in his revelation and in his atoning sacrifice for our sins!  He is the only way of salvation! 
 
So declaring the unique saving power of Jesus is not only loving, it is absolutely essential if people are going to understand 
how important it is to put their faith in him!  
 
3. They Were Willing To Suffer  
But not everyone is going to appreciate that.  The men in the Sanhedrin certainly didn’t.  Acts 4:13-17: “When they saw the 
courage of Peter and John and realised that they were unschooled, ordinary men, they were astonished and they took note 
that these men had been with Jesus. 14 But since they could see the man who had been healed standing there with them, 
there was nothing they could say. 15 So they ordered them to withdraw from the Sanhedrin and then conferred together. 
16 “What are we going to do with these men?” they asked. “Everybody living in Jerusalem knows they have done an 
outstanding miracle, and we cannot deny it. 17 But to stop this thing from spreading any further among the people, we must 
warn these men to speak no longer to anyone in this name.” 
 
The authorities could not disprove the evidence in front of them.  The beggar’s life had been visibly and undeniably 
transformed.  And of course they couldn’t refute Peter’s confident declaration of Jesus’ resurrection as they couldn’t point 
to a tomb where his Lord lay! 
 
And so Acts 4:18 states: “Then they called them in again and commanded them not to speak or teach at all in the name of 
Jesus.”  This wasn’t given as a suggestion.  This was a direct command from those who had the power and authority to 
arrest, imprison, punish, or even kill them if they didn’t comply!   
 
But Peter and John weren’t only willing to speak up about Jesus.  They were also willing to suffer for the name of Jesus.  
Acts 4:19: “But Peter and John replied, “Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God’s sight to obey you rather than God.”  

 
As citizens of that nation, Peter and John sought to submit to, and honour, their rulers.  But when their commands went 
against God’s commands, their decision was clear.  They were committed to follow God, no matter what the cost!   



 
Peter and John were not going to be silenced.  People could accuse them, attack them, even take their lives – but they were 
not going to stop telling everyone they could about their Lord!   
 
That’s the courage we need today!  With Paul, we need to stand and declare that no matter what: “I am not ashamed of the 
gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes.”  Romans 1:16  
 
4. Their Strength was in God  
But how can we get that courage?  How did Peter and John overcome that frightening experience without ducking?  
 
When the Sanhedrin listened to them “and realised that they were unschooled, ordinary men, they were astonished.”  Acts 
4:13  Peter and John hadn’t been trained in the rabbinical schools.  They weren’t professional lawyers or theologians.  So 
how were they able to stand and speak so clearly and courageously? 
 
a) They’d Spent Time With Jesus 
Well, they might not have been to seminary, but these men “had been with Jesus.” Acts 4:13  For three years they’d spent 
time with the Son of God, listening to his words, watching his ministry, learning from his life.  Spending time with Jesus had 
changed them! 
 
b) They’d Met the Risen Lord 
But they’d also met him after he had risen from the dead.  When Peter and John spoke of the resurrection, they weren’t 
talking about a theoretical idea.  They were sharing what they had experienced: “For we cannot help speaking about what 
we have seen and heard.” Acts 4:20 
 
They’d seen the empty tomb.  They’d met the risen Lord.  They’d seen his nail scarred hands and feet.  So they knew that 
there was nothing that the authorities could do to them that Jesus hadn’t already defeated!  Death wasn’t to be feared, 
because Jesus had conquered death!   
 
c) They Were Filled with the Holy Spirit 
They also knew they weren’t alone in that courtroom.  At Pentecost, God had come to live in them by his Holy Spirit and in 
that moment, Peter was again, “filled with the Holy Spirit.”  Acts 4:8, experiencing in a fresh way the presence and power of 
God. 
 
This is exactly what Jesus had promised them: “When they arrest you, do not worry about what to say or how to say it. At 
that time you will be given what to say, 20 for it will not be you speaking, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through 
you.” Matthew 10:19–20   
 
And this can be our experience too.  When we face challenging and intimidating situations in our lives, we can stand strong 
and courageous 

 If we’ve spent time with Jesus and allowed him to change our lives! 

 If we’ve understood the reality and the impact of his resurrection and that nothing and no-one can separate us from the 
love of God!  

 If we are filled with the Holy Spirit, allowing him to influence and impact our lives and empower and equip us for God’s 
work!  “For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline.” 2 Timothy 1:7  

 
Conclusion 
The Sanhedrin couldn’t silence Peter and John.  “After further threats they let them go.” Acts 4:21   For now they were 
content to leave it at that.  But down through the years, they and others would oppose, accuse, attack and even kill 
members of this community! 
 
But again and again, these believers would stand courageously, refusing to duck, refusing to be silenced. 
 
I pray that in our generation, whatever opposition, ridicule, rejection or attacks we face, that we will also be willing to stand 
and declare the message of the gospel, that “Salvation is found in no-one else, for there is no other name under heaven 
given to men by which we must be saved.” Acts 4:12 
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