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Scripture Reading: [Acts 4:1-31] 

I often say to my kids, “what happens to you is not nearly as important as 

how you respond to what happens to you.” What happens to us is a matter 

of mere circumstance (though never void of God’s overarching providence). 

But how we respond to what happens to us 1) reveals the disposition of our 

hearts, and 2) determines whether we will grow in character and faith as a 

result of what happened to us or whether we will indulge and reinforce our 

sinful flesh. We often give circumstances so much significance that we allow 

what happened to overshadow and even justify our emotionally charged 

overreaction. But in fact, what happens to us is not more important than 

how we respond, nor does it justify an emotional overreaction. We need to 

view our circumstances as mere circumstances (it’s just what happened) 

under the restraint of God’s providence and view the response of our hearts 

before God as more critical than the original events themselves.  

If Acts was a TV series, chapters 3-4 would be one episode. Scene 1 of that 

episode would begin with a divine act—a miracle. And every other scene 

would be a character’s response to the previous scene. So we can 

summarize the storyline of Acts 3-4 this way:  

1. Jesus heals lame man through Peter and John (3:1-8) 

2. Lame man’s response: Praise and Glorify God! (3:8-10) 

3. Peter’s response: Preach the Message of Christ! (3:11-26) 

4. Religious leader’s response: Persecution! (4:1-7) 

5. Peter’s response: Preach the Message of Christ! (4:8-12) 

6. Religious Leaders’ response: Persecution! (4:13-22) 

7. Church’s response: Prayer! (4:23-30) 

8. God’s response: Empowerment! (4:31) 

 

As we pick up the story in chapter 4, the example of the early church is 

instructive for us who have yet to face concentrated persecution. Our 

human tendency will be to whine, complain, and retreat. But as we see in 

Acts 4, we must be more responsive to God than to our circumstances or 

our persecutors. Here’s the lesson: When the church faces persecution, we 

must seek God’s protection not as our highest goal, but as means of 

serving our superior aim of Spirit-emboldened proclamation of the gospel. 

The early church is looking to God for protection, but that’s not the 

dominant theme. What’s of greater importance than self-preservation is 

advancing the message of Christ—that’s the thrust of Acts 4.  

 

Chapter 4 opens with Peter still preaching his sermon from Acts 3 when he 

is interrupted by the Sadducees who have Peter and John arrested.  

 

The Religious leaders respond with persecution to the message of Christ 

(4:1-7).  

 

Peter and John spend the night in jail because of preaching the resurrection. 

Not only did the Sadducees not believe in the concept of resurrection, they 

were responsible for the death of Jesus whom Peter was preaching had 

risen.  

 

The next morning Peter and John were interrogated by a gathering of high-

powered officials. Peter and John were placed in the middle of the room, 

surrounded by all those of high-priestly decent (7). This was an intimidation 

technique. They demanded to know by what name or power the lame man 

had been healed.  

 

Life principle: Spirit-empowered proclamation of the gospel may lead to 

persecution, but persecution cannot prevent the Holy Spirit from working in 

power. It’s interesting that Luke inserted vs. 4 after vs. 3. Peter and John are 

arrested, yet many were converted as a result of his preaching. The onset of 

persecution and a great harvest of souls happened simultaneously!  

 

Peter responds to persecution by continuing to preach the message of 

Christ (4:8-12).  

 

[vs. 8-12] Take note of the courage Peter exhibits here. He’s preaching to 

the very officials responsible for maliciously putting Jesus to death. This is 

the Peter that denied Jesus 3 times under the cover of night. Where does 

his courage come from? Vs. 8 says he was filled with the Holy Spirit. The 

filling of the Spirit emboldens Peter to proclaim the gospel in the face of 

danger—just as the Spirit will do for the entire church at the end of our 

passage.  

 



Life principle: Persecution can become an opportunity to present Christ to 

those who are hostile to our beliefs.  

 

Notice the razor-sharp point of Peter’s message in [vs. 12]. His message is 

that there is only one exclusive way that God has provided for man to be 

saved from the condemnation of his sin. In all the earth among all of 

mankind, Jesus Christ is the only one through whom we can be saved.  

We can’t save ourselves by our attempts to be good. Someone else can’t 

save us because they too have been overcome by sin. Jesus alone can save 

you from the crippling power of sin.  

 

Peter is preaching to the very men responsible for crucifying Jesus, yet in 

proclaiming the only way of salvation through Christ, Peter is offering it to 

them as an invitation of hope as well as a call to repentance. Will they 

humble themselves, admit their wrong, and turn from hating Jesus to 

hoping in Jesus?  

 

The religious leaders respond to the message of Christ with the threat of 

further persecution (4:13-22). 

 

In vs. 18 they command Peter and John to stop preaching and then in vs. 21 

threaten them further.  

 

The Sanhedrin are backed in a corner. According to vs. 16, they know that 

God has worked a miracle in Jesus’ name. Yet, to acknowledge the truth 

about Jesus would require the utter humility of confessing their personal 

wrongs and forsaking their faulty humanistic religious system.  

 

Furthermore, we know from vs. 21, they could find no basis to punish them 

yet the only reason they let them go is because they fear the response of 

the crowds who know God has brought about this miracle. But instead of 

bowing to the truth, they double down and try to control the situation with 

threats and intimidation.  

 

They knew the truth but were unwilling to embrace the truth—this is the 

most dangerous place for the human heart! Hebrews 3 says, “Today if you 

hear His voice, do not harden your hearts.” The context of Heb 3 is seeing 

what God has done, being confronted with the truth and yet rejecting it. 

The result is a spiritual hardening of one’s heart.  

 

Life principle: The truth endangers the heart of those who reject it.  

 

Peter and John’s response to the threats of the Sadducees was to clearly 

state their intentions to keep preaching Christ. Vs. 19: “Whether it is right in 

the sight of God to give heed to you rather than to God, you be the judge; 

for we cannot stop speaking about what we have seen and heard.” In other 

words, we are ready to receive whatever human consequences are 

necessary to obey God. Peter states the life principle himself later in Acts 

5:29: “We must obey God rather than men.” When obedience to man 

requires us to act in disobedience to God, it is right for us to disobey human 

authority.  

 

After Peter and John were released from prison, they went straight to 

where the church was gathered to report what had happened. And in vs. 24 

we see that… 

 

The church’s response to persecution was to pray (4:23-30).  

 

How the church prays is instructive for us and has a very similar pattern to 

what we saw in Psalm 33 at the beginning of this series. The pattern in 

Psalm 33 for praying in the power of faith was 4-fold:  

� Recall who God is (begin with the character of God)  

� Rehearse what God has done or said  

� Revel in God’s sovereign reign (His right to rule over all) 

� Respond with active trust in God (act on what you pray!)  

 

Let’s see how the early church prayed in response to the threat of 

persecution. They:  

 

1. Recall who God is [vs. 24]. Who is God in vs. 24? He is the Creator. 

What relevance is that to their situation? As the Creator, God has 

rightful authority over every person and every situation that occurs 

in His creation. God is certainly able to intervene and He has the 

right to intervene. They are appealing to the highest authority! 

Beginning our prayer with who God is fuels our faith to trust Him.  

 

2. Rehearse what God has said [vs. 25-26]. This is a quotation from 

Psalm 2. The focus of Ps 2 is the reign of Messiah and how God will 

exact vengeance on His enemies who sought His destruction. The 

church is praying, in a sense, “Lord, You told us these things would 



take place and You have also said  that will have the final hand!” 

They have made the connection that what happened in vs. 27—

Herod, Pilate, the Gentiles and the Jews gathered in opposition to 

Jesus—is the fulfillment of what God had said would take place. And 

that gives them confidence that all of what God has said will take 

place, including His ultimate triumph. The next vs. in Ps 2 says, “He 

who sits in the heavens laughs, the Lord scoffs at them. Then He will 

speak to them in His anger and terrify them in His fury…” 

 

God laughs not because what they are doing is funny. But because it 

is ridiculous to think they could thwart God’s ways.  

 

3. Rejoice in God’s Sovereignty (vs. 28). They have gathered “to do 

whatever Your hand and Your purpose predestined to occur.” That 

is, “These things have taken place by Your providence, Lord! 

Nothing that has taken place is outside of Your divine purposes.” 

And the implication is that if God was personally reigning over the 

details of Jesus suffering, we can be assured that He is sovereignly 

working through our suffering for the sake of Christ.   

 

What a God-centered, faith-building way to pray—beginning with 

who God is, what He has said or done, and rejoicing in His sovereign 

reign over all. John Stott said it this way, “before the people came to any 

petition, they filled their minds with thoughts of the divine sovereignty…the 

God of creation…the God of revelation…the God of history” [‘You made’ 

(24), ‘You spoke’ (25), ‘You decided/predestined’ (28)].1 

 

4. Request God’s intervention [29-30]. This is not a church retreating 

but a church advancing the gospel in the face of hostility. Their 

prayer is simply, “Lord, you take care of those who threaten us. Just 

give us the confidence to keep speaking your Word boldly while You 

verify its truth with works of power.” They are less concerned about 

protection than they are about the proclamation of the gospel.  

 

This kind of praying will transform your life: “Lord, I entrust my care 

and protection to You, but beyond my personal comfort, work out 

Your greater purposes in this situation!” Some of God’s purposes 

will require our discomfort or suffering. So we would do well to 

 
1 John Stott, The Message of Acts (BST), pg. 99-100.  

make our prayers less about us and more about God and His 

purposes that He is working out through our lives. It’s not wrong for 

us to pray for God’s protection or provision. It’s right for us to pray 

for God’s protection and provision. But we must recognize that the 

fulfillment of our perceived needs is secondary to the fulfillment of 

God’s plan. If we are the center of our prayers, then we are likely the 

center of our lives.  But If God is the center of our lives and our 

prayers, we will spend less time worrying about ourselves and more 

time being fruitful for the kingdom of God.  

 

There is one final scene in this episode.   

 

God’s response to the church’s prayers was empowerment to boldly speak 

the word (4:31).  

 

[vs. 31] Can you imagine God not answering a prayer like this—to boldly 

proclaim the gospel in the face of opposition? The beauty of Acts 4 is that 

the threat of persecution resulted not in muting the church’s witness, but in 

God-focused prayer and Spirit-emboldened witness by the whole church!  

 

We must not wait for waves of persecution to inspire the kind of prayer we 

see in Acts 4. We must train ourselves, in everyday situations, to seek God’s 

intervention by recalling who God is, rehearsing what He has said and done, 

and reveling/rejoicing in God’s sovereignty.  

 

So our prayer challenge this week is not in the form of a prayer itself, but a 

pattern that will keep God at the center, bolster our faith, and keep us in 

step with His plan and purpose.  

 

Prayer Challenge:  

� Recall who God is (His character & attributes) 

� Recall what God has said or done (His promises and faithfulness) 

� Rejoice in God’s sovereignty (His right to rule over all) 

� Request God’s intervention  (present your need or request) 

 

We have an extraordinary God which means that we can exercise 

extraordinary faith in humble prayer. We have a God who can and will 

empower His people and fulfill His plans, even in the face of opposition.  



“I know that You can do all things and that no purpose of Yours can be 

thwarted” (Job 42:2).  


