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“The First Public Opposition” (Acts 4:1-37) 

The Holy Spirit had worked a mighty miracle of healing through the ministry of Peter and John. 
This second miracle was followed by a second sermon of conviction in the hearts of the Jews. 
The devil must have been caught unawares in the timing of these two miracles. However, Satan 
would now act against this new growing movement of the NT Church.  

The first wave of public opposition to the Gospel will now begin in this chapter, which 
will subsequently grow in intensity. Satan’s strategies are diverse and involve external attacks 
such as verbal intimidation (Acts 4), physical intimidation (Acts 5), murder (Acts 7), widespread 
scattering and imprisonment (Acts 8 and 9), and state execution (Acts 12). There was also an 
infiltration and attack from within such as hypocrisy (Acts 5), division (Acts 6), satanic agent of a 
sorcerer (Acts 8), and heretics (Acts 15:1). 

We should never underestimate the zeal or depth of commitment of the devil to destroy 
God’s people. This will often be through human instruments, who yield themselves to the 
directing of the devil. Our struggles on earth are not merely with flesh and blood even though it 
appears that way most of the time (cf. Eph. 6:12). Satan can come as a friend, as he did to Eve in 
Genesis 3, and he can even come masquerading as an “angel of light” (2 Cor. 11:14). The devil is 
like a spiritual terrorist, as he is relentless in his zeal to snare us. Being victorious on one day will 
not make you immune the next. Indeed, he will attack us when we least expect it; often at the 
point that we think we are strongest. If you think that the devil is ignoring our churches and 
families, then you lack discernment. There is no release from the battle until glory.  

Do not be deceived into thinking the devil is stupid or impotent. The greatest trick Satan 
has played on the church is the refusal to take him seriously or ignore him altogether. We all too 
often underestimate his powers to destroy us and ours to withstand his onslaughts. 
 

And as they spake unto the people, the priests, and the captain of the temple, and the Sadducees, came upon 
them.  Being grieved that they taught the people, and preached through Jesus the resurrection from the dead. And 

they laid hands on them, and put them in hold unto the next day: for it was now eventide. Howbeit many of them 
which heard the word believed; and the number of the men was about five thousand. 

 (v1-4) 
After Peter’s anointed sermon more souls came to Christ, “Howbeit many of them which heard the 
word believed; and the number of the men was about five thousand.” These were exciting days for the 
apostolic band. But now the devil will make his first move. The first opposition to the Gospel 
would come from dead religion that had apostatized from the true faith. It often does. The 
Sanhedrin was the ruling body of Judaism. It consisted of seventy rulers in Israel from priestly 
and powerful groups such as the, scribes, Pharisees, and Sadducees. They considered themselves 
the religious and intellectual elite of Jewish society. The High Priest acted as the 
moderator/chairman of the Sanhedrin.  

The Captain of the Temple’s job was to protect the temple. He and the Sadducees must 
have seen the commotion and it is obvious they at least heard the later part of Peter’s sermon as 
they were “grieved that they taught the people, and preached through Jesus the resurrection from the dead.” 
These were the men who had bought off the Roman guards at the tomb of the resurrected 
Saviour (Matt. 28:11-15) so they were well aware of the fact that Christ had risen. The Sadducees 
didn’t believe in the physical resurrection of the dead so this message of the risen Christ would 
particularly irritate them. 
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This was about 6 pm in the evening. The number of was now 5,000. So, there must have 
been women and children to add to this total. We cannot assume that 2,000 were saved on this 
day as the numbers were increasing daily from Pentecost onwards according to Acts 2:47.  
 

And it came to pass on the morrow, that their rulers, and elders, and scribes, And Annas the high priest, and 
Caiaphas, and John, and Alexander, and as many as were of the kindred of the high priest, were gathered 

together at Jerusalem. And when they had set them in the midst, they asked, By what power, or by what name, 
have ye done this? (v5-7) 

 
Annas seems to have been the High Priest that Rome had deposed and replaced with his son in 
law Caiaphas. However, the Jews continued to acknowledge Annas and he was the real power in 
the Sanhedrin and so his name is placed first. From John 18:12-14 we understand that these men 
had personally faced Jesus Christ. Here Peter and John were put on trial before the Sanhedrin.  
They asked, “By what power, or by what name, have ye done this?” Peter again would not miss the 
opportunity to preach Christ and indict his hearers for rejecting and crucifying Jesus Christ.  
 

 
 
Then Peter, filled with the Holy Ghost, said unto them, Ye rulers of the people, and elders of Israel, If we this day 
be examined of the good deed done to the impotent man, by what means he is made whole; Be it known unto you 
all, and to all the people of Israel, that by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom ye crucified, whom God 

raised from the dead, even by him doth this man stand here before you whole. (v8-10) 
 
Peter was very courteous in how he addressed them but he didn’t dilute his core message, “Be it 
known unto you all, and to all the people of Israel, that by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom ye 
crucified, whom God raised from the dead, even by him doth this man stand here before you whole.” The risen 
Christ was demonstrated by His power healing this man. Peter’s boldness before the leaders of 
Judaism by this uneducated fisherman can only be contrasted with the fear he demonstrated to a 
servant girl before the crucifixion. The difference is not down to experience, oratorical skills or 
courage but the empowerment in Acts 4 by the Holy Spirit. God’s amazing grace can not only 
save a man from all his sins but also transform weak, ordinary men into noble and courageous 
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witnesses for Christ, “The wicked flee when no man pursueth: but the righteous are bold as a lion.” (Prov. 
28:1) 

We are explicitly told that Peter was “filled with the Holy Ghost.” This filling with the Holy 
Ghost was very important as Christ had promised his disciples divine assistance when they were 
brought before rulers, 
 

And ye shall be brought before governors and kings for my sake, for a testimony 
against them and the Gentiles.  But when they deliver you up, take no thought 
how or what ye shall speak: for it shall be given you in that same hour what ye 
shall speak. For it is not ye that speak, but the Spirit of your Father which 
speaketh in you. (Matt 10:18-20)  

 
Christ had promised them persecution (cf. John 15:20; Mark 13:9) but He also promised them 
empowerment. Peter was now proving these promises. 
 
This is the stone which was set at nought of you builders, which is become the head of the corner.  Neither is there 
salvation in any other: for there is none other name under heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved. 

(v11-12) 
Peter took another OT prophecy from Psalm 118 to demonstrate that even their rejection of 
Christ was the fulfilment of Scripture.  
 

The stone which the builders refused is become the head stone of the corner. 
This is the LORD'S doing; it is marvellous in our eyes. This is the day which the 
LORD hath made; we will rejoice and be glad in it. (Psa. 118:22-24) 

 

 
Jesus Christ was God’s cornerstone or “head stone of the corner.” In the days before steel 
frameworks, this stone was the one in a building that was foundational. It was the stone that all 
the other stones were orientated from. It unified the building. Therefore, the cornerstone was 
the most important and honoured stone in the building. It was usually one of the largest, the 
most solid, and the most carefully chosen of any in the edifice. No stone was more important 
than the cornerstone. The builders inspected many stones before selecting the right one for the 
cornerstone. Blaikie observes, “Jesus is not only the Origin, Foundation, Support of the Church, 
but he gives it its shape and form, he determines the place and the office of each stone, he gives 
life and character to each member.” 
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This expression “set at nought” is derived from the idea of a mason noting the correct 
stone to complete the construction yet deliberately rejecting it. Jesus had preached from this OT 
prophecy before in warning to the leaders of Judaism (Matt. 21-43-43) Here is the shock of it all: 
These men who should have known better didn’t recognize him for who He was. Peter ended 
this address by making it absolutely clear that salvation is not found in Jewish religious works or 
status but in the Person and Work of Jesus Christ alone, “Neither is there salvation in any other: for 
there is none other name under heaven given among men, whereby we must be saved.” Nothing has changed in 
this theological truth today. Baptism, confession, alms giving, tears, prayers won’t get you one 
inch closer to heaven! Indeed, if we could earn our way to heaven the Cross of Christ is 
redundant.  
 
Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they were unlearned and ignorant men, they 

marvelled; and they took knowledge of them, that they had been with Jesus. And beholding the man which was 
healed standing with them, they could say nothing against it. (v13-14) 

 
The Greek word for “unlearned” denotes “those who were not acquainted with letters, or who 
had not had the benefit of an education.” The men of the Sanhedrim were highly educated and 
although Peter and John were “ignorant and unlearned” meaning without reputation and academic 
training, they were surprised at the depth, conviction, and unequivocal clarity of their addresses. 
In their hearts, the Sanhedrin despised the Galilean fishermen. The conclusion the Sanhedrin 
arrived at is most remarkable and demonstrates their depravity, “they marvelled; and they took 
knowledge of them, that they had been with Jesus.” When you have spent time in close fellowship with 
Jesus, the unbelieving world notices a difference. The Sanhedrin admitted that this healing was a 
marvelous sign which couldn’t be dismissed, “And beholding the man which was healed standing with 
them, they could say nothing against it.” The reasonable, logical reaction to that kind of evidence 
would be to submit to the leading of God. However, they still decided to oppose. 
 
But when they had commanded them to go aside out of the council, they conferred among themselves, Saying, What 

shall we do to these men? for that indeed a notable miracle hath been done by them is manifest to all them that 
dwell in Jerusalem; and we cannot deny it.  But that it spread no further among the people, let us straitly threaten 

them, that they speak henceforth to no man in this name. And they called them, and commanded them not to 
speak at all nor teach in the name of Jesus. (v15-18) 

 
There was a panic in the minds of the Sanhedrin as to how to handle these apostles. For they 
freely acknowledged, “for that indeed a notable miracle hath been done by them is manifest to all them that 
dwell in Jerusalem; and we cannot deny it.” But rather than admitting the truth of Jesus Christ’s 
messianic power their instinctive reaction was to find a way to prevent the apostles influencing 
anyone else with the truth, “But that it spread no further among the people.” Truly, these leaders of 
Judaism were in judicial blindness. They deliberately hardened their hearts and blinded their eyes 
to the truth and now God hardened their hearts to any further truth.   
 These Jewish leaders could not rebut the truth of the miracle or the truth of Scripture. 
So, their only available tactic was to physically threaten in order to silence the apostles, “let us 
straitly threaten them, that they speak henceforth to no man in this name.” The devil, even today, doesn’t 
mind people going to church to hear a preacher preach a sermon just as long as the preacher 
doesn’t point the listeners to Jesus Christ.  
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But Peter and John answered and said unto them, Whether it be right in the sight of God to hearken unto you 
more than unto God, judge ye. For we cannot but speak the things which we have seen and heard. (v19-20) 

 
Peter and John answered them carefully and simply challenged, “If God is greater than you – you 
judge.”  
 
LIMITATIONS OF AUTHORITY - The authority of human government is a delegated 
authority from the ultimate authority – GOD. It has no power outside of that authority. They are 
God’s servants and as such are subject to their Master’s authority. When an order or law of the 
human authority directly contradicts a revealed command of the ultimate authority then the 
Christian must always defer to the latter. Peter and John made this principle clear in Acts 5:29 
when they said, “We ought to obey God rather than men.” These men knew the revealed will of God 
was for them to preach the gospel so they dared not refuse God’s direct order to accommodate 
the desires of mere men.  

We see multiple examples of this in the Book of Daniel. A classic illustration is when the 
three Hebrew youths were confronted with the choice of obeying a direct order by 
Nebuchadnezzar to worship his idol.  

 
Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, answered and said to the king, O 
Nebuchadnezzar, we are not careful to answer thee in this matter. If it be so, our 
God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the burning fiery furnace, and He 
will deliver us out of thine hand, O king. But if not, be it known unto thee, O 
king, that we will not serve thy gods, nor worship the golden image which thou 
hast set up. (Daniel 3:16-18)  

 
Note they disobeyed, but respectfully out of a submissive heart. For they did not refuse to obey 
every one of the king’s commands; only the one that contradicted God’s revealed word. This 
submissive heart can be seen later that when their king ordered them to leave the fire they 
immediately obeyed, “Then Nebuchadnezzar came near to the mouth of the burning fiery furnace, and spake, 
and said, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, ye servants of the most high God, come forth, and come hither. 
Then Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, came forth of the midst of the fire.” (Daniel 3:26)  
 
So when they had further threatened them, they let them go, finding nothing how they might punish them, because 
of the people: for all men glorified God for that which was done. For the man was above forty years old, on whom 

this miracle of healing was shewed. (v21-22) 
 
The fact that “all men glorified God for that which was done” shows that the apostles had successfully 
got the message across that the healing was God’s power alone. The greatest miracle today that 
the unbelieving world cannot refute is the salvation of men and women. Only the Gospel of 
grace can take the immoral and make them moral.  
 
And being let go, they went to their own company, and reported all that the chief priests and elders had said unto 
them. And when they heard that, they lifted up their voice to God with one accord, and said, Lord, thou art God, 

which hast made heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all that in them is: (v23-24) 
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What a relief and joy it must have been for these two apostles to know find they were in their 
“own company.” There are not many you can go to and wear your heart on your sleeve (even 
amongst Christians). But the early church was a place of accountability, unity, and care for one 
another. The fervency of all the church members’ desire to honour Christ was only increased by 
the persecution. We note they reported everything and “with one accord” they then prayed - this is 
the way to face persecution! 
 

 
 
There are great resources at our disposal in God. The only way to overcome the devil is to “be 
strong in the Lord, and in the power of His might” by putting on “the whole armour of God” (Eph. 6:10-
11). The early church learned this lesson early. They knew and believed that “without Me ye can do 
nothing” (John 15:5). So they fled to the place of prayer to “come boldly unto the throne of grace, that we 
may obtain mercy, and find grace to help in time of need” (Heb. 4:16). One of the reasons our churches, 
families, and our own spiritual lives are overcome by the devil is the impotency of our prayer 
lives. The saints in Acts 4 cried, “And now, Lord, behold their threatenings: and grant unto Thy servants, 
that with all boldness they may speak Thy word, By stretching forth Thine hand to heal; and that signs and 
wonders may be done by the name of Thy holy child Jesus” (v29-30). Prayer was the only weapon they had 
but it was enough. They knew this was a serious moment and they were serious about their 
praying.  

This prayer is worth taking time to study. It began, like the Lord’s Prayer, in praise and 
worship in acknowledging that God is the sovereign creator, “Lord, thou art God, which hast made 
heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all that in them is.”  
 
Who by the mouth of thy servant David hast said, Why did the heathen rage, and the people imagine vain things? 

The kings of the earth stood up, and the rulers were gathered together against the Lord, and against his Christ. 
For of a truth against thy holy child Jesus, whom thou hast anointed, both Herod, and Pontius Pilate, with the 

Gentiles, and the people of Israel, were gathered together, For to do whatsoever thy hand and thy counsel 
determined before to be done. (v25-28) 

 
The believers then took the truth of Scripture from the Psalmist David and pleaded those truths 
before God in prayer. In particular they proclaimed that a Sovereign God was behind all history 
and nature, “For to do whatsoever thy hand and thy counsel determined before to be done.” This is the 
foundation stone we must anchor our soul in prayer to. God alone rules this world. 

Now, it is not that they denied that man has no role to play in their lives. They were clear 
that evil men can act in time by their evil wills, “The kings of the earth stood up, and the rulers were 
gathered together against the Lord, and against his Christ. For of a truth against thy holy child Jesus, whom thou 
hast anointed, both Herod, and Pontius Pilate, with the Gentiles, and the people of Israel, were gathered 
together.” But these early Christians were equally clear that sinners only were able to do what God 
ultimately permitted them to do. In v27-28 we see the will of man and the decrees of God 
interlocking in history (Their conclusion is similar to Peter’s in Acts 2:23). 
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And now, Lord, behold their threatenings: and grant unto thy servants, that with all boldness they may speak thy 

word, By stretching forth thine hand to heal; and that signs and wonders may be done by the name of thy holy 
child Jesus.  And. (v29-30) 

 
After acknowledging the greatness of God in their prayers, they then laid their petitions or 
requests before the Lord. In their cry for help, they didn’t seek deliverance from persecution but 
rather that God would give them grace to be speak the Word of God in boldness or clarity. They 
acknowledged by using the word “servants” that they all needed and wanted was this 
empowerment.  

This a good prayer to pray for yourself. Our greatest need is to be anointed when we 
speak of Christ – that is the greatest moment of anointing. If we have the power of God then we 
will be powerful witnesses. As Spurgeon commented on the infilling of the Holy Spirit, 

 
“If Jesus Christ, the great founder of our religion, needed to be anointed of the Holy 
Spirit, how much more our ministers? And if God would always make the distinction 
even between his own Son as an instrument, and the Holy Spirit as the agent, how much 
more ought we to be careful to do that between poor puny men and the Holy Spirit? 
Never let us hear you say again, “So many persons were converted by So-and so.” They 
were not. If converted, they were not converted by man. Instrumentality is to be used, 
but the Spirit is to have the honour of it. Pay no more a superstitious reverence to man; 
think no more that God is tied to your plans, and to your agencies. Do not imagine that 
so many city missionaries, so much good will be done. Do not say, “So many preachers; 
so many, sermons; so many souls saved.” Do not say, “So many Bibles, so many tracts; 
so much good done.” Not so; use these, but remember it is not in that proportions the 
blessing comes; it is, so much Holy Spirit, so many souls in-gathered.” 

 
And when they had prayed, the place was shaken where they were assembled together; and they were all filled with 

the Holy Ghost, and they spake the word of God with boldness. (v31) 
 
The Lord immediately answered their prayers of faith. The unity and reality of their prayer 
brought the striking response from God of shaking the building. The result was “they spake the 
word of God with boldness” - this was what they prayed for and they had a powerful answer. They 
did not pray for tongues or miracles as this is not what the filling of Holy Spirit is for. It should 
be noted that there is a: 
 
1) Filling of Holy Spirit (Acts 2) 
2) Re-infilling (Acts 4) 
 
Many of those who prayed and were filled with the Holy Spirit in Acts 4 are the same individuals 
that were filled again in Acts 4. That reality teaches us that we all need to constantly seek a 
continual infilling of the Holy Spirit. We cannot rely on past blessings and empowerments of the 
Spirit. Each day we must daily seek His power. Our continual prayer must be: 
 

Moment by moment I’m kept in His love, 
Moment by moment I’ve life from above; 
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Looking to Jesus till glory doth shine; 
Moment by moment, O Lord, I am Thine. 

 
The inspired author wants us to note especially the power of prayer. There are few believers who 
cannot discern this, but so few that really pray. There are many in our churches who can argue 
about doctrine, memorise Scriptures, give sacrificially, but tragically few who are intercessors. 
Prayer is vital to the life of a Christian and the life of a church.  
 
And the multitude of them that believed were of one heart and of one soul: neither said any of them that ought of 

the things which he possessed was his own; but they had all things common. And with great power gave the 
apostles witness of the resurrection of the Lord Jesus: and great grace was upon them all. (v32-33) 

 
The Holy Spirit melted their hearts in unity and love for one another. This is the key to dealing 
with that old selfish flesh. This loving unity empowered them more to preach Christ, “And with 
great power gave the apostles witness of the resurrection of the Lord Jesus: and great grace was upon them all.” 
 
Neither was there any among them that lacked: for as many as were possessors of lands or houses sold them, and 

brought the prices of the things that were sold, And laid them down at the apostles' feet: and distribution was 
made unto every man according as he had need. And Joses, who by the apostles was surnamed Barnabas, (which 
is, being interpreted, The son of consolation,) a Levite, and of the country of Cyprus, Having land, sold it, and 

brought the money, and laid it at the apostles' feet. (v34-37) 
 
This was not a rash fire sale. The Greek indicates they “sold as they had need.” This was fully 
spontaneous, not a pre-arranged matter. There is power in possessions. For our possessions can 
easily possess us (Luke 12:34)! This proves that this NT Church had initially got the victory over 
materialism. 

The devil’s tactic ultimately backfired and the work of God progressed at an even greater 
rate with the church “of one heart and of one soul” experiencing “great power” and “great grace.” 
Nothing can stop the work of God going forward. Jesus Christ promised, “I will build my church; 
and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matt. 16:18).  

No person or circumstance could thwart the sovereign plan of God for His church. 
Indeed, if God is not sovereign, then who is? What power is in ultimate control of this universe? 
The glorious news is that our God is still in control of human history, for “He ruleth by His power 
for ever” (Psa. 66:7).  The potential for our circumstances to cloud our faith in God’s sovereignty 
is always a real possibility.  Are we willing to trust Him when our world disintegrates?  Is God 
greater than our circumstances?  Do you have a “nervous faith”? We need to learn that if the past 
and the prophesied future are governed by the sovereign will of God, then so is the present.  God 
has not ceased to rule over the affairs of men and women.   

This incident is what introduces us to Barnabas – a man with a holy heartbeat. Some 
have termed him the unsung hero of the NT Church. Barnabas was a wealthy man and sold land 
and laid the money at the Apostles’ feet. He set the tenor and tone that was to follow. 
 
 
 


