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12 The apostles performed many signs and wonders among the people. And all the believers used to meet 

together in Solomon’s Colonnade…. 
17 Then the high priest and all his associates, who were members of the party of the Sadducees, were 

filled with jealousy. 18 They arrested the apostles and put them in the public jail. 19 But during the night an 

angel of the Lord opened the doors of the jail and brought them out. 20 “Go, stand in the temple courts,” 

he said, “and tell the people all about this new life.”  
21 At daybreak they entered the temple courts, as they had been told, and began to teach the people.  

When the high priest and his associates arrived, they called together the Sanhedrin—the full assembly 

of the elders of Israel—and sent to the jail for the apostles. 22 But on arriving at the jail, the officers did not 

find them there. So they went back and reported, 23 “We found the jail securely locked, with the guards 

standing at the doors; but when we opened them, we found no one inside.” 24 On hearing this report, the 

captain of the temple guard and the chief priests were at a loss, wondering what this might lead to.  
25 Then someone came and said, “Look! The men you put in jail are standing in the temple courts 

teaching the people.” 26 At that, the captain went with his officers and brought the apostles. They did not 

use force, because they feared that the people would stone them.  
27 The apostles were brought in and made to appear before the Sanhedrin to be questioned by the high 

priest. 28 “We gave you strict orders not to teach in this name,” he said. “Yet you have filled Jerusalem with 

your teaching and are determined to make us guilty of this man’s blood.”  
29 Peter and the other apostles replied: “We must obey God rather than human beings! 30 The God of 

our ancestors raised Jesus from the dead—whom you killed by hanging him on a cross. 31 God exalted him 

to his own right hand as Prince and Savior that he might bring Israel to repentance and forgive their sins. 
32 We are witnesses of these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who obey him.” 

 

  

Grace and peace to you from our risen Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 

If you watch the news at all lately you’ve probably grown rather accustomed to hearing the word, 

“subpoena.”  It comes from the Latin words for “under” and “penalty” and refers to a charge issued by a court 

to a witness to come and testify before the court under penalty for failure.   

In Acts 3-4, we’re told about a lame beggar who was taken everyday to a gate outside the temple in 

Jerusalem where he would beg for money.  One day, when Peter and John were walking by, he asked them for 

money to which Peter responded, “Silver or gold I do not have, but what I do have I give you.  In the name 

of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk.”  Taking him by the right hand, he helped him up, and instantly, we’re 

told, the man’s feet and ankles became strong (Ac 3:6-7). 

As Peter and John and the man entered into the temple people began to recognize him as the beggar who 

had been lame and they were amazed, wondering how it could be possible that he was on his feet and walking 

around.  Peter and John took the opportunity to witness to the crowd about Jesus, telling them how God had 

raised Him from death and how it was through faith in the name of Jesus that the crippled man had been healed. 

They were arrested, and the next day when they were called before the Sanhedrin, the ruling council of 

Jerusalem, they were issued a sort of anti-subpoena.  They were ordered, under penalty and threat of 

punishment, not to stand as witness to the things they had observed.  They were commanded not to testify 

concerning the things they knew nor to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus, to which they replied, “Which 

is right in God’s eyes: to listen to you, or to Him?  You be the judges!  As for us, we cannot help speaking 

about what we have seen and heard (Ac 4:18-21).  As they would say again in our lesson this morning, We 

must obey God rather than men! 



What Peter and John recognized, was that they answered to a higher court than the Jewish Sanhedrin.  

They answered to the One to whom had been given all authority in heaven and on earth (Mt 28:18).  In His 

final words to the disciples before ascending to His heavenly throne, Jesus had issued them a charge—not under 

penalty, but in view of His incredible grace and mercy—to be His witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea 

and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth (Ac 1:8).  To them, the only possible course of action was to carry 

out their Savior’s will. 

We’re gathered here today to celebrate a simple fact: Jesus lives!  And while He lives, our prayer is that 

like Jesus’ first disciples, we too will have the courage to proudly sing His praises to the world, boldly 

proclaiming the life-saving message of which you and I, by God’s grace, are witnesses. 

Witnesses in court are expected to present the facts.  Some of these facts may be damaging and indicate 

guilt.  Others may help to establish a person’s innocence.  But in either case, what is needed is the truth, the 

whole truth, and nothing but the truth.  Only then can a right decision be reached. 

Those are the kind of facts that the apostles gave when they were brought, once again, before the Jewish 

court.  They told the simple truth.  The God of our ancestors raised Jesus from the dead—whom you killed 

by hanging Him on a cross.  God exalted Him to His own right hand as Prince and Savior that He might 

bring Israel to repentance and forgive their sins.  Jesus, whom these leaders had crucified, God had raised 

and glorified.  And because Jesus is God’s Son, that made these leaders God’s enemies and guilty of the crime 

of murdering God’s Son.  The apostles preached the law in all its severity to crush hearts with the conviction of 

their sin.   

But most of all they told the simple facts about Jesus.  That in Him, God had kept His promises of old to 

send a Savior.  God had raised Him from the dead which proved that His death had completely paid for all the 

world’s sin.  Jesus had won full and free forgiveness for all people.  The apostles held up the cross which could 

save even the hardhearted high priest if he would repent.  They spoke the sweet gospel which calls sinners to 

come to Christ for forgiveness.   

This is the same message people need to hear from us.  God doesn’t expect us to dazzle others with 

fancy speeches or convince them with our powers of persuasion.  We are simply called to be witnesses.  In their 

natural sinful state, people need to hear that God’s law condemns us all as sinners.  But above all we are to tell 

what Jesus did to save us from sin and testify that God gives forgiveness to all who trust in Jesus for salvation.  

The greatest story needs to be told because it is the means through which God gets into people’s hearts to work 

the repentance and faith that saves. 

Yet, despite the simplicity of our message, Christian witnessing is no easy task, is it?  Just as serving as 

a witness in court isn’t all that easy.  Most people feel a natural reluctance to stand up and to testify publicly.  

Witnesses may meet with efforts of others to poke holes in their testimony.  They could face retaliation and 

unpleasantness because of what they must reveal. 

Jesus had told His disciples, You will be My witnesses (Ac 1:8).  They accepted their task cheerfully, 

but it was anything but easy.  Standing in the court before the high priest and the Sanhedrin, they could read the 

rage in the eyes of these self-righteous enemies of the gospel.  That rage would become a familiar sight to them 

in the years to follow until finally, their witnessing led to their martyrdom.  It’s interesting to note that the word 

for witness in Greek is martyr.  The two are directly related. 

And yet, our Savior expects us to be His witnesses, to stand up and be counted.  He commands us to go 

and tell, to confess Him before others.  But God’s enemy and ours, the devil, hates this work and knows how to 

make it hard for us.  He tempts us to fear and despise the idea of being martyred for our faith, to shy away from 

the mere possibility of receiving a hardhearted response to our message, to fear feeling tongue-tied with 

strangers, to be just a “good guy” who never talks to people about going to church.  He tries to convince us that 

we think we lack the gifts to speak or the knowledge of what to say. 

What Satan does to us, he was doing already with the apostles.  So how did they do it?  How did they 

continue to boldly testify about Jesus and His gospel?  They had help.  Just as they said, We are witnesses of 

these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who obey Him.  On Maundy Thursday 

Jesus had promised them the gift of the Spirit.  And 50 days after Good Friday and Easter Sunday came 



Pentecost.  The Holy Spirit filled the apostles with power and persuaded hearts by their words.  The words they 

spoke to the court this day were also the Spirit’s gift. 

What an amazing and precious reassurance that is!  To all who obey the gospel call, God gives the Holy 

Spirit to help extend the joyful call to others.  His witnesses never work alone.  The Holy Spirit, our Comforter, 

always works with us as we tell of our Savior which means even when you stand “alone,” you’re on a mission 

team with God. 

We know what the value of teamwork is whether it’s on a project at work or in school, the task of 

parenting in the home, cohesiveness on the athletic field or in the operating room.  And that’s how Christian 

witnessing works.  The Lord once told a tongue-tied Moses, “I will help you speak and will teach you what to 

say” (Exodus 4:12).  The Holy Spirit wants to use our mouths as well to sing our Savior’s praises.  We and the 

Spirit form a missionary team.  And we know He gives the gospel victories.  What a heartening encouragement 

to be witnesses for Christ!   

That encouragement gave the disciples the courage to stand up to their elders and inform them that in 

this case, they could not obey them because they were asking them to do something that went directly against 

God’s command.  They would not stop talking.  They could not be quiet.  They would keep telling everyone the 

news about Jesus’ death and resurrection because repentance and forgiveness—even life itself—was at stake!  

There are a couple of things for us to go home with today.  First of all, say a prayer of thanksgiving 

sometime today that we live in a country where we are able to teach and preach God’s Word without fear of 

imprisonment or execution.  Thank God for that freedom and right and ask for this privilege to continue so that 

we don’t one day have to tell our government that we must obey God rather than men.  Secondly, I pray we 

remember that it was not just the Sanhedrin and the high priest Caiaphas who were guilty of killing Jesus by 

hanging Him on a tree.  Our sins did that too.  Jesus’ blood was shed on the cross to cover our guilt.  But as 

Peter reminds us, God raised Jesus from the dead and exalted Him to His own right hand so that the Savior 

might bring us to repentance and forgive us our sins.  We are guilty of His blood but by His blood He washes all 

our guilt away.  In Jesus, we have forgiveness and life—full life.  That’s what the apostles wanted this council 

and all people to know. 

So do we, don’t we?  It is still a great time, an awesome time, to be a disciple of Jesus Christ.  His 

resurrection still means the same things for us that it did for the apostles.  It means a life filled with joy and 

peace and forgiveness and hope.  It means our lives now have true value and meaning.  It means we understand 

why we are here and where we are going.  He lives; and while He lives, we sing.  Sing His praises to the world.  

Tell everyone what He has done.  Wouldn’t it be awesome, to one day hear some enemy of the gospel make the 

same accusation against our congregation that was made against the apostles that day in Jerusalem—you have 

filled this city with your teaching.   

Let us go forth, today, as Jesus’ witnesses, telling everyone we know that our Rescuer, our Redeemer, 

lives.  Tell them all that it means for them—for this is why God has given us His Word—that they too might 

believe that Jesus is the Christ and that by believing in Him they too might have life in His name.  

 

Alleluia! Amen! 


