
FACI NG PE R SECU T ION
The emergence of radical Islam and its jihad against Jews, Christians, 
and “secular” Muslims has brought persecution out of dusty books of 
history onto our television screens. Things that happened long ago at 
the hands of Roman emperors in the arena have been happening again 
in the Middle East and Africa because of ISIS and other terrorist groups. 
We read of beheadings, crucifixions, the destruction of churches, and the 
kidnapping of young women to be used as sex slaves. Sunday prayers in 
many congregations now include intercessions for God to grant courage 
to those facing such persecution.

Even in the relative safety of the USA, there are signs of increasing 
hostility to the church and its message. Political battles over abortion and 
same-sex marriage, to cite just two examples, have led some political 
leaders to call for the church to change its message. Employers forbid 
“religious talk” in the workplace. Schools have replaced Christmas 
programs with “winter festivals.” Secularists and atheists have become 
increasingly visible and vocal as they endeavor to counteract what they 
label as the “oppression” of religion, especially Christianity.

None of this should be surprising to us who follow Christ. He predicted 
as much at the very beginning when He sent out His disciples. “You will 
be hated by all for my name’s sake” (Matt. 10:22). Lambs among wolves 
they would be! He listed persecution among the signs of the end times 
(Matt. 24:9), and He reminded the apostles of coming threats even on the 
night of His betrayal in words intended “to keep you from falling away” 
(John 16:1–2).
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The Book of Acts records, alongside stories of 
the Spirit’s power and the infectious joy of the 
early believers, the birth of opposition that finally 
grew into deadly persecution. How it happened, 
and how the believers responded, are lessons to 
us who live in a culture growing more like the 
one Acts portrays. How shall we prepare for the 
resistance we are sure to face? How are we to 
react when it happens? Those questions begin to 
find an answer in this lesson, as we see two of 
the apostles who heard those warnings come face 
to face with the fearful reality of Jesus’ words.

B EFOR E T H E SA N H EDR I N 
acts 4:1–7
Now and then we hear stories of unexpected 

interruption in the middle of a sermon. Someone in 

the sanctuary abruptly exits, perhaps with an angry 

word or gesture. Even worse, there are accounts 

of intruders barging in to disrupt the worship 

service or threaten the pastor with harm. In Acts 

4, we witness just such a forceful interruption. In 

the midst of a stirring Gospel sermon before an 

attentive throng in the temple, Peter and John are 

confronted by the authorities and arrested. It is only 

the first shot fired by the opposition in what will 

become a wider war on the Christian community.

Luke identifies the intruders: “the priests and the 
captain of the temple and the Sadducees” (v. 1). 
Though few in number, the Sadducees were wealthy 
and influential, and from just a few of their families 
came most of the high priests. They collaborated 
with the Romans against any potentially disruptive 
movements in order to keep hold of what they had. 
Robert Smith estimates the population of Jerusalem 
at the time was about 30,000. If he is correct, 
Luke’s observation that the Christian movement 
numbered “about five thousand” (v. 4) shows that 
the movement was already a sizable and growing 
threat to the authorities.

The Sadducees were the “traditionalists” of their 
day who clung to a narrow version of the Jewish 
faith. They accepted only the books of Moses as 
authoritative. In opposition to the Pharisees, they 
denied the resurrection. Luke records that they 
were “greatly annoyed” at hearing the apostles 
were proclaiming the resurrection (v. 2). They 
were, it appears, determined to nip this fledgling 
movement in the bud.

After a night in custody, Peter and John are 
brought before the Sanhedrin the next day. This 
council, comprised of more than 70 men, was 
the same body that had sentenced Jesus to 
death just months before. Peter and John were 
there on that fateful night. They were the only 
two of the Twelve to follow Jesus to His trial, 
and John had actually gone inside the council’s 
chamber with Jesus (John 18:15–16) while Peter 
dallied outside and finally denied Him (Matt. 
26:69–75). For this meeting, all the players 
make an appearance. Old Annas, who was 
high priest from AD 6–15, and his son-in-law 
Caiaphas, who occupied the post from AD 18–36 
(after Annas was deposed by the Romans), are in 
attendance. Jesus had stood before both on the 
night of His arrest (John 18:12–24).

The Sanhedrin avoids the volatile question of 
the resurrection (allowing a truce between 
the Pharisees and Sadducees) and instead 
begins with questions about the healing of the 
man lame from birth and the source of their 
authority for doing it. Knowing very well that 
the apostles were using Jesus’ name, they are 
intent on intimidating them into silence. But 
if they imagine that because Peter and John 
are “uneducated, common men” (v. 13) easily 
silenced, they are in for a surprise.
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A B OLD W I T N ESS TO JESUS 
acts 4:8–12
Peter continues to be “filled with the Holy Spirit” 

(v. 8), as he was on Pentecost. The coward 

who denied his Lord to save himself has been 

transformed into a fearless witness. For the third 

time in three chapters, we hear him speak. Though 

it is the shortest of the three speeches, it is by 
far the boldest, for it is uttered in the face of his 
enemies, men who would gladly see him dead.

As he did in Solomon’s Colonnade, Peter begins 
with the evidence before their eyes. “If we are 
being examined today concerning a good deed 
done to a crippled man, by what means this man 
has been healed…” (v. 9). The issue, Peter well 
knows, is not the doing of a “good deed,” but the 
use of “the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth” 
(v. 10). He wastes no time in repeating what he 
had said to the crowd in the temple, what he 
had said also on Pentecost. Looking them in the 
eyes, he makes his witness of Jesus “whom you 
crucified, whom God raised from the dead.” The 
very one this council had thought they got rid of is 
alive and well and bringing deliverance!

The verb “healed” (Greek sesoostai) as Peter 
uses it of the crippled man is a double-sided 
word. It can describe deliverance from illness, as 
it does here. But it is much more often used in 
the sense of “saved” from sin and death (see, for 
example, Matt. 10:22; Luke 13:23; Rom. 10:9; 1 
Cor. 1:18). Peter himself had used it on Pentecost 
(“save yourselves from this crooked generation” 
in 2:40), and now he says it with astonishing 
courage to the men of the Sanhedrin. “There is 
salvation (sooteeria) in no one else, for there 
is no other name under heaven given among 
men by which we must be saved (sootheenai)” 
(v. 12). The “healing” is just a part of the larger 
“salvation” Jesus has come to bring!

As part of his witness to Jesus, Peter employs 
a scriptural picture from Ps. 118:22. “Jesus is 

the stone that was rejected by you, the builders, 
which has become the cornerstone” (v. 11). 
Was Peter remembering how Jesus had used 
this same passage as He spoke to the chief 
priests and Pharisees who confronted Him in 
these same temple courts (Matt. 21:42–46)? The 
“cornerstone,” according to Joachim Jeremias, 
is the finishing-stone of a building, the keystone 
above the portal. This powerful image appears 
also in Eph. 2:20, where Paul compares the 
church to a building (a temple!) built on the 
prophets and apostles as “foundation” and 
Jesus Himself as the cornerstone. Jesus is God’s 
“finishing touch” in the plan of salvation. “And 
you builders,” he declares to the Sanhedrin, 
“rejected Him”! With incredible boldness, Peter 
was taking his life in his hands.

T H E C A P TOR S COW ED 
acts 4:13–22
The boldness of Peter and John cowed their 
captors, who found this new spirit astonishing. 
“They recognized that they had been with Jesus” 
(v. 13). That brief verse addresses us with an 
obvious question. When people observe our 
manner of life and listen to our speech, do they 
draw the same conclusion? It’s a necessary 
reminder that the Christian life is far more than 
attending church! Is that fellowship hour a time 
of communion with Him, a hearing of His voice? 
And how can we make the other 167 hours in our 
week a “being with Jesus” as well?

The council members “had nothing to say” (v. 14) 
and adjourned to consider their options. They 
acknowledged the healing as a “notable sign” (cf. 
2:42 and John 20:30). Even more awkward for 
them is the fact that the lame man, now healed, 
is present too! They are the supreme court for 
the Jews, and this man is indisputable evidence 
of the truthfulness of the apostles and the power 
of Jesus’ name. They cannot contradict what the 
crowd and they themselves have witnessed. They 
cannot punish the spokesmen.
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Yet they remain stubbornly opposed to Jesus and His message. “So they called them and 
charged them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus” (v. 18). What would you 
do in their place? In the face of this unmistakable threat, the disciples do not flinch: “we 
cannot but speak of what we have seen and heard” (v. 20). Their refusal to back down 
guarantees two things. First, there will be future clashes. The very next chapter will 
record another arrest and confrontation, and still another memorable declaration of their 
determination (5:29). Second, the message of Jesus will continue to spread. Against such 
joyful obedience, the “gates of hell” will not prevail (Matt. 16:18)!

T H E PR AY ER FOR B OLDN ESS 
acts 4:23–31
One of the striking aspects of the Early Church is their utter reliance on prayer. Upon the 
return of the apostles, the group’s first response is to pray, unlike the Sanhedrin, which 
chooses to “confer” with one another (v. 15). Here again this book addresses our common 
life as believers. When we face some dark cloud on the horizon, what’s our first reaction? 
Do we pray or call a meeting? When we meet, how important is prayer in our deliberating? 
Are we willing to pray until we reach a consensus or otherwise perceive God’s direction? 
Crucial questions these!

It is instructive to consider the substance of the believers’ prayer. This prayer in the 
face of danger has at least three similarities to the prayer of King Hezekiah as the 
Assyrian army besieged Jerusalem (Isaiah 37:14–20). A) Hezekiah’s prayer begins by 
acknowledging God as the God “of all the kingdoms of the earth,” the One who “made 
heaven and earth.” B) He requests that God “incline [His] ear” to hear and “open [His] 
eyes” and see what Sennacherib has done. C) He recounts the impudent action of 
the enemy, “the words…he has sent to mock the living God,” and the powerful way 
Sennacherib and his predecessors have “laid waste all the nations” and “cast their gods 
into the fire.” The prayer ends with a plea for God to “save us from his hand.”

The believers’ prayer in Acts 4:24–30 likewise addresses God as the one who “made 
the heaven and the earth…” (v. 24). As Hezekiah had done, they ask God to “look upon 
their [the enemies’] threats” (v. 29). Like Hezekiah, they recount the impudence of those 
enemies, “Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel,” 

One of the striking aspects of the Early Church is their utter reliance on 
prayer. Upon the return of the apostles, the group’s first response is to pray, 

unlike the Sanhedrin, which chooses to “confer” with one another.
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who “gathered together against your holy servant Jesus” (v. 27). Rather than asking 
rescue, as one would expect, they pray “to speak your word with all boldness” while 
God continues to work His wonders “through the name of your holy servant Jesus” (v. 
30). In one other way, their prayer differs from Hezekiah’s. The believers’ prayer cites 
Psalm 2, a messianic psalm with special reference to the opposition of “the rulers…
against his Anointed” (v. 2). The confident tone of the psalm buoys them as they pray.

What an answer they receive! Luke reports that “the place in which they were 
gathered… was shaken, and they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and continued to 
speak the word of God with boldness” (v. 31).

T H E CH R IST I A NS’ COM MON LI FE 
acts 4:32–37
With such prayers and such boldness, it is no wonder the Church grew. The chapter 
ends with a summary of the common life of the early believers not unlike the one at 
the end of Chapter 2. The believers, Luke observes, were “of one heart and soul.” 
That attitude led them to share “everything in common” (v. 32).

While the earlier summary mentioned four aspects of their common life (doctrine, 
fellowship, breaking bread, prayers), this one focuses on the “fellowship” of shared 
resources. Ernst Haenchen adds an important piece of information about why this 
was so important. Many Jews came to Jerusalem at the end of their lives to die, he 
notes. This meant there was an especially large number of widows to care for with no 
“safety nets” in place like we have today. This helps us understand the need for the 
“daily distribution” mentioned in 6:1.

The section also serves to introduce us to someone who will be crucially important in 
the ongoing story. Among the lineup of generous givers in those days there appears 
one Joseph, whom the apostles nickname “Barnabas” (son of encouragement), a 
Jewish immigrant from Cyprus, a man of means who “sold a field … and brought 
the money and laid it at the apostles’ feet” (v. 37). The money he donated was an 
encouragement. Even more encouraging would be the personal support he was to 
give to Paul. That story will come later.
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 5:1–42

Lord God, sooner or later, everyone is tested. As I study about the testing of the 
Church, remind me that I will also receive such testing. Encourage me and equip 

me to meet my tests with confident trust in You! In Jesus’ name. Amen.
Review
1. Review what you learned about the Sanhedrin and the Sadducees.

2. What are some similarities between the believers’ prayer for boldness and Hezekiah’s prayer for 
deliverance?

3. What do you think today’s Church needs to learn from Acts 4?

Acts 5:1–11
4. The preceding section (about Barnabas) was a GOOD example of sharing. Now comes a BAD example. It is 

the first recorded sin in the life of the baby church. What was the sin? What do you think was their motive?

5. In your personal or professional life, what situations most often tempt you to dishonesty?

6. Why such a harsh penalty from God? Compare Achan’s sin and punishment (Joshua 7, especially vv. 24–26).

7. If you had been invited to join this community, what would your initial reaction have been?

 a) Suspicious — sounds too much like socialism

 b) Sounds like heaven — where do I sign up?

 c) I have some things I wouldn’t sell for anything, so don’t ask

 d) I might try it for a while

Acts 5:12–16
8. What impact did the death of Ananias and Sapphira have?

9. How do you reconcile these seemingly opposite statements: 
“None of the rest dared join them” (13) and “More… believers were added” (14)?
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Acts 5:17–26
10. How is the experience of the apostles like/unlike that of Jesus, especially with reference to v. 19?

11. What experience have you had with jails? What sights, sounds, or feelings do you associate with them?

12. What now motivates the Sanhedrin to action? (compare with Matt. 27:18)

13. What negative reactions, if any, is the church stirring in our country (or our own community) just now?

Acts 5:27–32
14. What concern is voiced by the high priest (v. 28)? What do you think he means? How do Numbers 35:33 

and Matthew 27:24–25 shed light on this?

15. One of the best-known verses in this chapter is “We must obey God rather than men” (v. 29). In what areas 
do you personally find conflict between what GOD says and what MEN say? What does this say about the 
issue of civil disobedience?

Acts 5:33–42
16. What can you discover about Gamaliel (v. 34) in a study Bible or via the internet? What do you learn from 

Acts 22:3?

17. Why does Gamaliel refer to the two earlier failed rebellions?

 Do you think he is a “closet Christian”? Why or why not?

18. Verse 41 says the apostles rejoiced after their beating. Why?

19. What, if anything, have you personally suffered because of your faith?

Memory Challenge

ACTS 5:29 “We must obey God rather than men.” OR

ACTS 5:42 “Every day, in the temple and from house to house, they did not cease teaching and preaching 
that the Christ is Jesus.”
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