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Opposition to the Gospel 
 
A couple of weeks ago, I had the opportunity to have coffee with a guy I’ve known for a couple 
of years. At one point in our conversation, I was able to ask him about his spiritual journey. I 
said that I didn’t know much about how he thought about God, spiritual things, church, etc. and 
would love to hear if he felt okay sharing that information. He did, and so he shared how he 
thought about these things. After he was done, I told him I felt honored to hear a little of his 
story and then I asked him if I could share how I thought about these things. He said he would 
love to hear. And so, I shared my testimony including what I understood the Bible to teach 
about how one comes to know God. We had an amazing spiritual conversation. Before we left 
our time together, I asked him if we could continue the conversation in the future. He said yes. I 
walked away from the time thankful that Jesus had opened the door for that conversation. 
 
Jesus has called us to make him known. This is part of our calling as followers of Jesus. And for 
the most part what I experienced in that interaction is a common way that sharing the good 
news about Jesus happens in our context here in the United States. I’m not saying it always 
does, sometimes there is opposition, but the reality is that what I experienced is a pretty nor-
mal experience for us. 
 
A number of years ago in a Christianity Today editorial, David Neff made the comment that 
American Christians do not lead typical Christian lives. He said: 
 

The typical Christian lives in a developing country, speaks a non-European lan-
guage, and exists under the constant threat of persecution . . . it is they who live 
the normal Christian life and we who exist in a parenthesis of toleration.  

(https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/1996/april29/6t5014.html) 
 
Now maybe there is less and less toleration for the Christian faith in our country than when 
Neff wrote that, but we still do exist in a “parenthesis of toleration.” We can share the gospel 
with little real threat. Maybe we will be judged for being intolerant or narrow-minded for claim-
ing that Jesus is the only way, but for the most part that is the nature of the opposition we face 
if we face any at all. For most Christians around the world, however, it is a very different thing. 
They face opposition for sharing the gospel. And what they experience is the normal Christian 
life for most Christians who have ever lived. Opposition to the gospel. 
 
Today, we are looking at Acts 4 where we see the beginnings of opposition to the gospel. This 
opposition will grow in intensity as we move through the book of Acts. As we look at this pas-
sage today, we will see several things that enabled Peter and John to share the good news 
about Jesus even in the face of opposition. What enabled them to be bold in the face of opposi-
tion are the very same things that we need to believe and hold onto to take the risk of bringing 
up a spiritual conversation with a friend. 
 
And so, let’s look at the passage. Acts 4 hangs tightly with what we looked at last week. Peter 
and John had healed the lame beggar and had done so in the name of Jesus. As the crowds 
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responded in wonder to the miracle, Peter stood up and proclaimed that it was by the power of 
the risen Christ that the man had been made well. Peter urged the crowd to repent and turn to 
God. And that if they would do so, they would find forgiveness and times of refreshing.  
 
His message that found great receptivity among the people, but opposition from the religious 
leaders. As we heard read a few moments ago, the religious leaders are annoyed that they were 
teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection from the dead (v. 2). And so the 
priests, the captain of the temple guard, and the Sadducees come and arrested Peter and John. 
 
The Sadducees were a group of priests from the wealthy ruling class who did not believe in the 
bodily resurrection. They were also loyal to the Roman government and sought to maintain the 
status quo. Everything about what Peter and John were teaching the people was in contradic-
tion to what they believed. But also, if the people began to follow this new teaching, it would 
destroy the authority of the religious leaders. And who knew what the political implications 
would be if that happened.  
 
And so, they arrest Peter and John, but the message has already fallen on receptive hearts. 
Luke says: 
 

4 But many of those who had heard the word believed, and the number of the 
men came to about five thousand.  

 

The actual number of new believers was obviously much higher when you include women and 
children. This new moment has grown from the 120 believers in Acts 1; to the 3000 in Acts 2; to 
over 5000 believers now. It is amazing growth, explosive growth. 
 
In verse 5, Luke says: 
 

5 On the next day their rulers and elders and scribes gathered together in Jerusa-
lem, 6 with Annas the high priest and Caiaphas and John and Alexander, and all 
who were of the high-priestly family. 

 
This a gathering of the Sanhedrin, which was the Jewish supreme counsel. Annas and Caiaphas 
are there. Annas preceded Caiaphas as the high priest, and apparently, they continued to refer 
to him as the high priest due to his influence. Caiaphas was the current high priest. Both had sat 
in judgment of Jesus at his trial. Peter and John are facing an intimidating, powerful group. 
 

 7 And when they had set them in the midst, they inquired, “By what power or by 
what name did you do this?” 

 
They want to know their authority. Specifically, they want to know if Peter and John will insist 
on tying this miracle to Jesus. If they would simply profess that by the power of God they did 
this, there likely would have been no problem. But if they insist on making a connection be-
tween the miracle and a claim that Jesus was bodily resurrected, that he was alive, that he had 
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done this, that could not be tolerated. And so, they confront them with this question. By what 
power or by what name did you do this? Talk about an open door, right?  

 
 8 Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, 

 
On the day of Pentecost, the Spirit had come upon Peter and all the believers as a permanent 
indwelling presence. This is a reality for any believer. When you come to faith in Jesus, the Spirit 
of God comes to dwell within you as a permanent indwelling presence. What is happening here 
is a special empowerment by the Spirit for this moment. Jesus had told his disciples not to 
worry how to respond when they would be persecuted and brought before situations just like 
this because the Spirit would tell them what to say (Matt. 10:17-20; Luke 21:12-15) and that is 
exactly what happens here. And so Peter, empowered by the Spirit, says: 
 

“Rulers of the people and elders, 9 if we are being examined today concerning a 
good deed done to a crippled man, by what means this man has been healed, 
10 let it be known to all of you and to all the people of Israel that by the name of 
Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead—
by him this man is standing before you well. 

 
Peter DOES make the connection between the man’s healing and the risen Christ. He says it is 
by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth that this man now stands before them in perfect health.  
 
When Peter says, by the name of Jesus Christ, he is saying “by the name of Jesus the Messiah.” 
The religious leaders had failed to recognize Israel’s promised Messiah. Instead of believing in 
him, they crucified him. But Peter boldly proclaims that God raised Jesus from the dead. And 
the fact that the man now stands before them in perfect health is evidence that Jesus is alive. 
Of course, Peter knew he was alive. He had seen him. He had spoken with him. He had eaten 
with him.  
 
Peter then uses Psalm 118:22 to give a theological explanation of their rejection of Jesus: 

 
11 This Jesus is the stone that was rejected by you, the builders, which has become 
the cornerstone.  

 
A cornerstone was the massive stone that was laid in the extreme corner of a building to take 
the weight of the building and to set the angle of a building. It was essentially the foundation of 
the building. Jesus is the cornerstone. Through their crucifixion of Jesus, the Jewish religious 
leaders had rejected the One who was the ultimate fulfillment of the Jewish faith.  
 
Peter has answered the question, by what power or by what name, they had performed the 
miracle, but he doesn’t stop there. He goes on to proclaim that Jesus alone is the source of sal-
vation. 
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12 And there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven 
given among men by which we must be saved.”  

 
In Jesus alone is salvation found. To reject Jesus is to reject God; it is to reject salvation. Peter is 
essentially saying that the religious leaders had missed the whole point of Israel’s religion. 
Rightly understood it all pointed to Jesus, the Messiah. But they missed it.  
 
If we could see the faces and the body language of the Jewish religious leaders, I’m sure there 
was anger oozing out of them. Peter had just declared that a man that these leaders had deter-
mined to be a criminal, was the Messiah. Peter essentially had said that these leaders, who con-
trolled worship in the temple, who controlled all aspects of Jewish religious life, who included 
the high priest who supposed to be the mediator between God and his people, the one who en-
tered the Holy of Holies once a year to offer sacrifice on behalf of the Jewish people, they were 
unsaved because they had rejected Jesus.  
 

13 Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that they 
were uneducated, common men, they were astonished. And they recognized that 
they had been with Jesus.  

 
These men, who just a few short weeks ago had fled in cowardice and fear when Jesus was ar-
rested, now stand before this powerful group, and speak with boldness. The Jewish religious 
leaders knew these men were uneducated (i.e., they didn’t have formal rabbinical training); 
they were common men (they were laymen), but they spoke with a kind of power and authority 
that they had seen in someone else . . . Jesus.  They recognize that they had been with Jesus. 
 
The leaders are in a quandary. They want to shut down the message of a resurrected Christ. 
They are opposed to the gospel that Peter and John are preaching. And yet they cannot deny 
the miracle. And so, they send Peter and John out of the room to deliberate. In verse 17, we see 
their solution:  
 

17 But in order that it may spread no further among the people, let us warn them 
to speak no more to anyone in this name.” 18 So they called them and charged 
them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. 

 
The Jewish religious leaders believed that the power and the authority of the Sanhedrin would 
be enough to intimidate the disciples into silence. How wrong they were. 
 

19 But Peter and John answered them, “Whether it is right in the sight of God to 
listen to you rather than to God, you must judge, 20 for we cannot but speak of 
what we have seen and heard.” 

 
“We must obey God. He is our authority.” Jesus had commanded them to be witnesses to the 
resurrection (Acts 1:8). And they were convinced of the resurrection because they had seen Je-
sus. And so they literally could not stop speaking about what they had seen and heard. They 
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were convinced of these things. They understood that salvation in Jesus’ name was at stake. 
And so, they would not submit to the religious leaders and stop speaking or teaching in the 
name of Jesus. They were loyal to Jesus.  
 

 21 And when they had further threatened them, they let them go, finding no way 
to punish them, because of the people, for all were praising God for what had 
happened. 22 For the man on whom this sign of healing was performed was more 
than forty years old.  

 
They wanted to punish the disciples but couldn’t because that would essentially send a mes-
sage to the people to stop praising God for the miracle. And so, all they can do is threaten and 
release them. Next week we will look at how the early church responds to this threat by seeking 
God in prayer.  
 
Now, I as we think about what we see here as the early church begins to experience its first op-
position to sharing the good news about Jesus, there are several truths that we see modeled 
that can help continue to be a witness for him regardless of whether or not we are facing oppo-
sition.  
 
First, there is a higher authority to be obeyed. Peter said: 
 

Whether it is right in the sight of God to listen to you rather than to God, you 
must judge, 

 
The religious leaders commanded them to stop speaking, but Peter and John had a higher au-
thority. Jesus had called them to be witnesses and so they would listen to him instead of the 
leaders. He was the higher authority. They were loyal to him.  
 
If we experience any pressure to not speak about Jesus, from our friends, from our families, or 
even just from ourselves, we need to remember that there is a higher authority who has called 
us to be witnesses. I think we will increasingly experience cultural pressure to not speak about 
Jesus. Even if that pressure becomes true opposition to the gospel, we have a higher authority 
to obey. Our loyalty needs to be with Jesus.  
  
In saying this, let me make it clear what I’m not saying. I’m not saying that because we have a 
higher authority that we have a right to be insensitive. I’m not saying that we should force the 
gospel into every conversation or situation. There are times when the most helpful thing to do, 
to help someone move closer to God would be to not share the gospel at that particular mo-
ment. We need to trust the Spirit of God to lead us in terms of the timing and with people’s 
readiness to hear about Jesus as we think about sharing the gospel.  
 
Secondly, there is a power to be experienced – the power of the Holy Spirit. In Acts 1:8 when 
Jesus commanded his disciples to be his witnesses, he promised that they would receive power 
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when the Holy Spirit came upon them. Peter experiences that here. God gave him courage, 
boldness, and the words to say in this moment.  
 
This same Spirit dwells within us. As we seek to be witnesses for Jesus we are not alone. It isn’t 
up to our wisdom or eloquence as we share about Jesus. The Spirit helps us. The Spirit empow-
ers us. The Gospel of John also tells us that the Spirit is active in convicting the world of its guilt 
regarding sin (John 16:8). And so we can know that when we step out in faith to have a conver-
sation about Jesus, the Spirit is there empowering us as well as working in the other person’s 
heart. And so trust the Spirit to lead you as you seek to be a witness for Jesus. There is a power 
to be experienced.  
 
Third, there is the reality that salvation is found in Christ alone. Peter couldn’t be any clearer. 
There is salvation in no one else (v. 12). Jesus came and lived a perfect, righteous life on our be-
half. He died to pay the penalty that we all deserve for our sin. He was raised from the dead in 
victory over sin and death. No one else has done this. No one else has made a provision for sin. 
Jesus is the only way of salvation. 
 
Staying clear about this reality can help us live with appropriate urgency and boldness. And we 
DO need to stay clear about this, because the culture around us more and more believes all reli-
gions are essentially the same; that all roads lead to God. But the reality is that salvation is 
found in Christ alone. 
 
Do you believe this? Is this truth settled in your mind? The early church was convinced of this 
reality, and it gave them courage and boldness to keep proclaiming Christ even in the face of 
opposition. My encouragement to you is to meditate on this truth. Let it move you from any 
kind of timidity or complacency to action.  
 
Now, I know that there are some here this morning who are not sure of what you think about 
Jesus and God and all of this. We are so glad that you are here. I would encourage you to wres-
tle with what Peter says. Peter, who walked with Jesus, who saw the resurrected Jesus, is stat-
ing that for any of us the only way to God is through Jesus. It’s not through church attendance. 
It’s not through living a good life. It’s not through being born into a church-going family. It’s not 
through any other religion. Salvation is found only in the forgiveness and new life that is found 
in Jesus. If you would like to learn more about why this is true, I would encourage you to reach 
out to me or one of the pastors here at Faith, or talk to one of your Christian friends.  
 
There is a higher authority to be obeyed. There is a power to be experienced. And, there is the 
reality that salvation is found in Christ alone. These are the truths that led Peter and John to 
stay faithful to their calling to be witness of Jesus. It is these truths that gave them courage and 
boldness to proclaim Jesus in the face of opposition. It is these truths that can give us courage 
and boldness when we are sitting down with a friend over coffee to ask them if they would 
share their spiritual story and what they think about God, and then to ask them if we can share 
what we think. It is these truths that can help us continue to be loyal to Jesus in the face of 
whatever opposition we may face.  


