
Evangelism 101: Lessons in Acts #7

“When Your Back Is Against the Wall”

Acts 4:1-22

As a new school year begins this week there is a renewed emphasis on bullying. Not that bullying is new—I imagine there has been bullying in schools ever since schools began—but with cyber-bullying and a rise in juvenile suicides traced to such bullying, the drive for awareness and steps to deal with this problem are high on our society’s radar.

Perhaps you can remember being the target of bullying. There were the taunts, the threats, and even attacks by someone trying intimidate you into submission. They may have tried to extort you of your lunch money or to silence you from telling on them. Or they may have just pushed you around for the fun of it. Every neighborhood (like every school) has at least one bully, a person who cannot live without making someone nearby miserable.

Then you come across a story like I did this past week:

Three young men hopped on a bus in Detroit in the 1930s and tried to pick a fight with a man sitting in the back. They insulted him. He didn’t respond. They insulted him more. He said nothing. Eventually the stranger stood up. He was bigger than the three would-be assailants had estimated from his seated position—much bigger. He reached into his pocket, handed them his business card, and exited the bus. As the bus drove off, the young men gathered around the card to read the words: “Joe Louis. Boxer.” They had just tried to pick a fight with the man who would be Heavyweight Boxing Champion of the World from 1937-1949 and the number one boxer of all time according to the International Boxing Research Organization.

Don’t you love that? Now I know that a part of me would like to have seen Joe Louis get up and thump those bullies into the middle of next week! But he actually showed more strength by not using his physical might to settle the score. This is a living example of what Paul meant in Titus 3:1-2 when he wrote, “Remind the people…to be peaceable and considerate, and to show true humility toward all men.” The Greek term behind “peaceable,” amachos, literally means “non-fighter.” This person walks away from quarrels; he or she simply decides not to fight, even if fighting could gain an advantage.

It’s one thing, though, when the bullying comes from one thug (or three!), but it’s quite another when it comes from the establishment—the government or the religious hierarchy. As we will see in our text this morning, the early Christians faced bullying from both! From Acts chapter four we can learn some lessons on how to respond when your back is against the wall.

Remember that Acts 3 records the healing of the man crippled from birth. This public miracle attracted quite a crowd at the temple, and Peter preached the gospel of Jesus to them. Let’s begin with Acts 4:1-3,

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. They were greatly disturbed because the apostles were teaching the people and proclaiming in Jesus the resurrection of the dead. They seized Peter and John, and because it was evening, they put them in jail until the next day. 

Three titles are given in verse one: “the priests,” “the captain of the temple guard,” and “the Sadducees.” The first and last titles go together, for the Sadducees were a Jewish sect whose members came from the priestly line and controlled the temple. They were the religious liberals of the first century—they did not believe in the resurrection or a personal Messiah, but held that the Messianic age—an ideal time—was then present and must be preserved. The high priest—one of their own—presided over the Sanhedrin.
 It is interesting that, although the Pharisees were the group most opposed to Jesus during his ministry, in Acts they are almost friendly to the church, while the Sadducees (who do not figure in the Gospels until the last days of Jesus) have become the leaders of the opposition.
 

Why? The Sadducees were collaborators with the Roman order, rationalists in doctrine, and they were sensitive of everything likely to disturb the comfortable status they had won, and especially saw danger in popular excitement arising from the teaching of the resurrection—especially the resurrection of one they had condemned to death!
 Thus they saw the apostles as agitators and heretics, disturbers of the peace and enemies of the truth. In consequence, they were greatly disturbed, “annoyed” (rsv), even “exasperated” (neb), by what the apostles were teaching the people, for this was “unauthorized preaching by unprofessional preachers.”

Also named was the “captain of the temple guard.” The temple guard was a select group of Levites chosen to maintain order within the temple complex.
 These armed guards kept Gentiles from going past the Corinthian Gate. They were also among those who seized Jesus in Gethsemane and kept Him under watch between trials.
 The captain of this group held a priestly rank second only to the high priest.
 His presence was like that of the chief of police showing up with a warrant.

Luke informs us that Peter and John were arrested and put in jail until the next day. Why would they have done this? The apostles had gone to the temple at the ninth hour, or 3 p.m. The miracle, the gathering of the crowd, and the apostolic preaching had taken some time. Sunset would be perhaps at 6:30 at this time of the year, and it was against Jewish law to hold a trial after sunset.
 Of course, that didn’t prevent their trying Jesus at night; but in this case, time was on their side. They thought a night in jail might rattle the two apostles, making them more pliable when questioned in the morning.

No doubt the two apostles had a difficult night in jail, physically at least. Yet Acts 4:4 states, “But many who heard the message believed, and the number of men grew to about five thousand.” The arrest of Peter and John could not prevent another 2,000 men from trusting Jesus Christ and identifying themselves with the believers in Jerusalem.
 The Sadducees learned an important lesson about the gospel of Jesus: You can lock up the messengers, but you can’t contain or restrain the message!

We read in verses 5-6,

The next day the rulers, elders and teachers of the law met in Jerusalem. Annas the high priest was there, and so were Caiaphas, John, Alexander and the other men of the high priest’s family. 

“The rulers, elders and teachers of the law” were three groups making up the Sanhedrin, which was Israel’s supreme court.
 The elders were the lay leaders of the community, no doubt the heads of the principal aristocratic families, mostly of Sadducean outlook. The teachers of the law, elsewhere called “scribes,” were drawn from the class of lawyers, and mostly were Pharisees. The other group mentioned, the rulers, were the priestly element in the Sanhedrin; sometimes called the “chief priests,” these were the holders of various official positions in the administration of the temple.
 Remember, this was the same council that a few months before had condemned Jesus to die.
 

Annas is called the high priest here, though he had been removed from that position by the Roman governor nearly twenty years before. At this time Annas’ son-in-law Caiaphas officially held the office of high priest, but many recognized Annas as the true power ruling the temple. A good mental image of Annas? Think of him as the “godfather” of their religious group. Caiaphas was the high priest who suggested that Jesus be killed as a means of solving the political dilemma He posed. The Sanhedrin wielded the visible power of Jerusalem; Annas controlled the invisible elements, the dark world of organized crime clothed in religious garb. In contemporary terms, Peter and John had been brought before a joint session of Congress and the Mafia.
 (Some might suggest today there’s not much difference between those two.)
Verse 7 reads, “They had Peter and John brought before them and began to question them: ‘By what power or what name did you do this?’” Their backs were against the wall. What would they say?

Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them: “Rulers and elders of the people! If we are being called to account today for an act of kindness shown to a cripple and are asked how he was healed, 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. He is “‘the stone you builders rejected, which has become the capstone.’ 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 4:8-12)

Just as he did with the astonished crowd, Peter points this aggravated council to Jesus. Not taking any credit for himself, Peter states that it is by the name of Jesus that the healing took place. Notice that he adds, “whom you crucified but whom God raised from the dead.” This is the third time in Acts that Peter has used that graphic formula! He also quotes Psalm 118, identifying Jesus as the stone of Psalm 118 which the builders rejected but God has promoted to be the capstone, a text which Jesus himself had quoted in Luke 20:17 regarding Himself. 

Peter went on to explain that Jesus is not only the Stone, but He is also the Saviour (Acts 4:12). Peter saw in the healing of the beggar a picture of the spiritual healing that comes in salvation. “Healed” in Acts 4:9 is a translation of the same Greek word that is translated “saved” in Acts 4:12. As Warren Wiersbe writes, “Jesus Christ is the Great Physician who alone can heal mankind’s greatest malady, the sickness of sin.”
 

The reaction of the Sanhedrin is seen in verses 13-18,

When they saw the courage of Peter and John and realized that they were unschooled, ordinary men, they were astonished and they took note that these men had been with Jesus. But since they could see the man who had been healed standing there with them, there was nothing they could say. So they ordered them to withdraw from the Sanhedrin and then conferred together. “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. 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.” Then they called them in again and commanded them not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus. 

Realizing they had been outwitted, the Sanhedrin went into damage control mode. They tried threats and intimidation to silence this pair. But Peter and John replied, “Judge for yourselves whether it is right in God’s sight to obey you rather than God. For we cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard.” (Acts 4:19-20)

Luke concludes in verses 21-22, “After further threats they let them go. They could not decide how to punish them, because all the people were praising God for what had happened. For the man who was miraculously healed was over forty years old.”  Chuck Swindoll notes, 

This would be comical if this were a work of fiction. It surprised them to find that their intimidation had no effect on the two men. Most of them were probably used to seeing results from good old-fashioned bullying. After all, they were the Sanhedrin! But they had just gone head to head—seventy-four against two—with “uneducated and untrained” fishermen from rural Galilee—and lost.

So, what can we learn from this event? How should we respond when our backs are against the wall? 

Their Response Was Correct

First, their response was correct. Joe Friday would have appreciated Peter’s answer—“just the facts.” It is impossible to know to what extent Peter’s defense has been abbreviated. John Stott remarks, “As it stands in the text it is a gem of concentrated evangelism, and contains, for all its brevity, the familiar features of his style. Notice that the audience is addressed with all respect; the hearers’ own experience is referred to; facts are proclaimed fearlessly; the appeal is clear and uncompromising; and Scripture is aptly quoted.”

When we are backed against a wall because of our faith, stick with the truth. It is impossible to argue against facts!
 Others may oppose us with hypothetical situations or extreme statements, but as Paul writes in Titus 3:9, “Avoid foolish controversies and genealogies and arguments and quarrels about the law, because these are unprofitable and useless.” Peter’s brief speech repeated the essential facts concerning the resurrection of Jesus, with the added emphasis that He alone could save people.
 Stick with the truth—Jesus is the Son of God who alone can save us.

Their Response Was Courageous

Secondly, their response was courageous. Picture the scene in your mind. Remember whom Peter is addressing. These were the leaders who had condemned Jesus only a few months earlier. Could they not do the same to Peter and John? Absolutely! Peter may have remembered these same angry faces as they condemned the Savior, spit in His face, and beat Him with their fists. Truth be told, these were professional thugs, more than spiritual leaders. Quite possibly it was Peter’s fear of their brutal treatment of Jesus that caused him to deny even knowing Christ three times. And now, those religious professionals who condemned Jesus have Peter and John in their crosshairs.

But this is a different Peter now. The bitter tears are past. The crows of the rooster haunt him no more. He is fearless. Why? Peter is filled with the power of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, he speaks to these professional thugs without intimidation. Now that, my friends, is guts! No hesitation. No intimidation. No fear. No concern whatsoever for the consequences. Just honesty mixed with passion and conviction.
 That is courage! And that is what impressed the religious bullies known as the Sanhedrin.
When Luke describes Peter and John as “uneducated,” he did not mean it in the same sense as the majority of Gentiles at the time; as Jews, they had learned how to read and write Hebrew in the synagogues, memorized Scripture, and knew the history of Israel as well as anyone. But they were not formally trained in higher education to debate theology and discuss philosophy, like the Sadducees, scribes, and wealthy Gentiles. They couldn’t quote Rabbi So-and-So to defend their point of view. The apostles stood on Christ’s authority, not their own.

And when the Sanhedrin threatened them if they did not stop preaching in the name of Jesus, Peter’s answer was a declaration of independence: “Whether it is right in the sight of God to listen to you more than to God, you judge… We cannot but speak the things we have seen and heard.”

When you choose to do what is right, you can walk and speak with secure, humble confidence. Your thoughts and actions proceed from a clear understanding of truth. Though perhaps misunderstood, maligned, or even persecuted, you can still walk with steadfast peace deep within, knowing that the Lord understands, approves, and rewards those who remain faithful.
 As the Lord said to Joshua, “Be strong and courageous!”

Their Response Was Chancy

Thirdly, their response was chancy. For such common men as Peter and John to publicly repudiate and denounce the Jewish accredited authorities was audacious and downright dangerous. The very precariousness of the situation underscored the disciples’ break with rabbinic Judaism.
 As the book of Acts unfolds we will see how dangerous their stand would become.

Yet, when our backs are against the wall, we need to follow Peter’s example and make our decisions not on the basis of “Is it popular?” or “Is it safe?” but on “Is it right?” However, we must be sure that we have the clear teaching of the Word of God on our side before we take a stand against the authority of the government. Peter knew what the Lord had commanded the believers to do, and he was going to obey Him at any cost.

Bullying does not end with our school years. In our world, we may face growing opposition and intimidation relating to our Christian faith. May we learn from Peter and John on how to act when our backs are against the wall!
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