
Acts 5 Sermon S@4 
16 November 2014 

Opening prayer 
Father God, please open our ears to hear what you 

are saying to us by your Holy Spirit. Please help us 

listen and receive your word with faith, store it in our 

hearts, and practice it in our lives. Amen. 

Background 
Meet Simon. He’s a politician from a rich family, a 

relative of the high priests, but he’s not religious. 

Politics is a rough game in the province of Judaea. 

Between the brutal Romans and the overly-religious 

Jews, it’s tricky keeping things together in any kind of 

peace and order. Why won’t people realize that it’s 

best just to keep in line with the ones in charge? An 

army like Rome’s makes a much better friend than 

enemy! And they’re happy to return a favour when 

we’re trying to keep things quiet. Brewing revolutions 

are nothing but trouble for everyone, and sometimes 

it’s hard keeping a lid on them all! 

Meet Phil. He’s a teacher, well respected in the 

community. He comes from a group of respected 

teachers and lawyers. As scribes, they help the Jewish 

community to keep their ancient laws by promoting 

new traditions to make the critical laws harder to 

break. Phil’s not so in love with the Romans as Sam. In 

fact he hopes and expects that one day soon, God will 

send a leader, a Messiah, to end the Roman 

occupation of their land. He looks forward to greater 

freedom for his community and his nation and he’s 

doing his best to help. 

Our story today takes us back two thousand years and 

around the world, to the Roman province of Judaea, 

around 30AD. 

Two thousand years ago, the Sanhedrin was the 

senate and the supreme court of the Jewish nation. 

This council of 71 men led by the high priest met in 

the great temple in Jerusalem and judged cases and 

made laws. 71 elders represented their people and 

ruled them. 

There were a couple of important factions 

represented in this council. The majority were 

Sadducees like our made-up friend Sam, but a 

significant minority were from the Pharisee party like 

Phil. 

Now around AD 30 an important case came before 

this council, the Sanhedrin. A man named Jesus of 

Nazareth was accused of blasphemy. Jesus was 

accused of claiming to be the Messiah, the king God 

had promised through the prophets, the king God 

promised would rescue and rule his people. He was 

accused of claiming to be the Son of God. The 

Sanhedrin condemned him and handed him over to 

the Roman governor to be executed, providing 

trumped-up charges: “We have found this man 

subverting our nation. He opposes payment of taxes 

to Caesar and claims to be Messiah, a king.” The 

governor found him not guilty but they insisted on his 

execution, which Pilate eventually agreed to. 

You can imagine their reaction when only months 

later some men are causing a commotion by 

proclaiming the resurrection from the dead, using 

Jesus as the example. We read a couple of weeks ago 

in Acts 4 what happened: Peter and John healed a 

crippled man in Jesus’ name, the Sadducees had them 

arrested, put them in jail overnight, and questioned 

them in the morning. Peter told the council that Jesus 

was responsible for the healing, and “Salvation is 

found in no one else, for there is no other name under 

heaven given to mankind by which we must be 

saved.” The Sadducees ordered them to stop speaking 

about Jesus, but Peter and John bluntly refused, 

saying “Which is right in God’s eyes: to listen to you, 

or to him? You be the judges!” 

  



Arrest and charge 
Today’s story resumes shortly thereafter. The apostles 

continue to proclaim Jesus’ death and resurrection. 

Many men and women are believing in Jesus. And 

now, instead of one cripple being healed, many 

people are coming out into the streets for healing. 

Then the high priest took action. He and all his 

colleagues, members of the Sadducee party, were 

filled with jealousy, and this time they arrest not just 

Peter and John but all the apostles and put them in 

jail. But this time the jail doesn’t hold them: an angel 

of the Lord rescues them from jail and commands 

them to continue preaching, saying: “Go and stand in 

the temple courts, and tell the people all about this 

new life.” 

There are two courts at work here, and one has 

greater authority than the other. The Sanhedrin is 

telling the apostles not to preach about Jesus. But 

God is very clearly telling them to preach — about 

“this new life” that is available in Jesus’ name, and lets 

them out of jail so that they can continue. Life is at 

stake and they are bound to tell people the good 

news! 

Picture the situation in the morning. The high priest 

and the Sadducees call together the whole Sanhedrin, 

“the full assembly of the elders of Israel.” The senate 

and supreme court is in session. They send to the jail 

for the apostles. But they’re gone. The officers report, 

“We found the jail securely locked, with the guards 

standing at the doors; but when we opened them, we 

found no one inside.” Of course they are at a loss. 

Where is the power they are so accustomed to? 

Then someone (someone random) comes in and says, 

“Look! The men you put in jail are standing in the 

temple courts teaching the people.” Their 

powerlessness is public. The Sadducees put the 

apostles in jail, but here they are, preaching in the 

temple courts, right next door to where the Sanhedrin 

meet, perhaps a hundred metres away, and they have 

no idea. 

They arrest them again, but “they did not use force, 

because they feared that the people would stone 

them.” They’re not afraid of God, but they’re afraid of 

these crowds. The apostles nevertheless come before 

the council willingly. 

The apostles are standing before the Sanhedrin a 

second time. They’re accused of exactly the same 

charge as the first time: “We gave you strict orders 

not to teach in this name, yet you have filled 

Jerusalem with your teaching and are determined to 

make us guilty of this man’s blood.” They’re indignant 

at the suggestion they killed Jesus unlawfully and 

dismiss it. Their main concern is for the apostles to 

stop proclaiming the good news about Jesus’ death 

and resurrection. Their reputation is being damaged, 

it has to stop! 

  



Defence 
The charge hasn’t changed, and neither does Peter’s 

response: “We must obey God rather than human 

beings!” I’m sure if you asked the high priests that day 

in the abstract, whether one should obey God or 

humans, they would tell you without hesitation, you 

must obey God. But this council continues to oppose 

God in the face of his offer of repentance and 

forgiveness. 

And once again the apostles boldly proclaim this 

forbidden good news to the Sanhedrin: “The God of 

our ancestors” – the same God the Sanhedrin claim to 

worship – this God “raised Jesus from the dead, whom 

you killed by hanging him on a cross.” They sentenced 

him to death, but God gave him life. The Sanhedrin 

judged Jesus guilty, but God overturned the ruling of 

that human court by raising Jesus from the dead. And 

this court only months later has no evidence to the 

contrary – no body, no witnesses of any kind of foul 

play. 

God raised Jesus from the dead, and this Sanhedrin 

says, “just stop talking about it.” God has vindicated 

his appointed king of the Jews – and of the whole 

world – and this human court vainly tries to suppress 

the announcement. 

“God exalted him to his own right hand as Prince,” 

Peter tells the Sanhedrin. Jesus is God’s king and 

rightful ruler, with authority far above the Sanhedrin. 

And how is God’s appointed king, Jesus, going to deal 

with his rebellious people? “God exalted him as Prince 

... and Saviour that he might bring Israel to 

repentance and forgive their sins.” The offer is there 

in the good news the apostles are bound to preach. 

Israel and even this evil council must repent – turn 

away from their rebellion and turn back to God – and 

they can be forgiven out of God’s overflowing mercy. 

Friends, all humankind (including you and I) naturally 

opposes God as much as these Sadducees, and our 

greatest need is for a way to get back on side with our 

creator and ruler. Jesus died not for anything he did 

wrong but for the evil these men — and we — have 

committed. He died to purchase forgiveness for his 

people. And though this is a very Jewish story about 

Jews, as Acts unfolds we see this forgiveness is 

proclaimed more broadly, throughout the whole 

world, so that it is available even here and now, to 

you and me. Jesus died, taking upon himself the sins 

of the world, even our sin, and God vindicated him by 

raising him from the dead. By accepting the 

repentance and forgiveness he offers, we too can 

share in his new life. 

The apostles are bound to proclaim this good news. 

“We are witnesses of these things,” they tell the 

Sanhedrin, “and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has 

given to those who obey him.” They have seen these 

things with their own eyes, and the Holy Spirit living 

within them compels them to testify to the truth of 

what they have seen: Jesus’ death and resurrection 

marking him out as an authority above any human 

court. The rest of Acts records the spread of this 

unstoppable good news throughout the Roman 

Empire, and it continues to spread today as the Holy 

Spirit illuminates the teaching of the apostles that is 

written down in the New Testament. 

Back in Acts 2, Peter had preached this same good 

news to a crowd of Jews assembled for a festival, and 

their response was different: they were “cut to the 

heart” and asked, “what must we do to be saved?” 

Peter explained, “repent and be baptised every one of 

you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of 

your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy 

Spirit.” 

  



Sentence 
But the Sanhedrin, on the other hand, do not obey 

God. On the contrary, they decide to execute Jesus’ 

followers in the same way they executed Jesus – as 

brutally and as unjustly. 

But God rescues his apostles again: the Pharisees 

intervened. Gamaliel was the most famous teacher in 

Israel at the time, and while he’s no fan of Jesus, he 

argues that the council should reserve judgment and 

implement his “wait and see” policy. Many rebel 

groups had risen up against Rome but none had lasted 

long. So he says, “in the present case I advise you: 

Leave these men alone! Let them go! For if their 

purpose or activity is of human origin, it will fail. But if 

it is from God, you will not be able to stop these men; 

you will only find yourselves fighting against God.” 

Should we always “wait and see” like this? No, but it’s 

still a much better course than attempting to 

supersede God’s judgment. And the test works in the 

apostles’ favour: the church has outlasted the 

Sanhedrin and the temple. The Romans obliterated 

Jewish Jerusalem suppressing another rebellion some 

forty years after this council. 

Don’t fight against God. The Sanhedrin held all the 

cards: the wealth and power of the temple and Rome, 

the nobles and lawyers, plenty of physical manpower. 

With all this authority they couldn’t keep the apostles 

in jail one night. They couldn’t stop them announcing 

the good news of Jesus the Saviour King for a single 

day. They were powerless to use force against them, 

fearing the people. They were powerless to sentence 

them, and in the end let them go with exactly the 

same orders they gave previously. Exactly the same 

orders the apostles promised to disobey and have 

continually disobeyed even during the court session. 

God demonstrates his authority over this council and 

continues to advance the announcement of his good 

news: God has put Jesus in charge and the 

announcement will not be stopped. 

 “The apostles left the Sanhedrin rejoicing because 

they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace 

for the Name,” and “never stopped proclaiming the 

good news that Jesus is the Messiah,” God’s 

appointed king. This was their first physical 

punishment for proclaiming Jesus name. And there 

would have been blood. But they had heard Jesus say, 

“Blessed are you when people hate you, when they 

exclude you and insult you and reject your name as 

evil, because of the Son of Man. Rejoice in that day 

and leap for joy, because great is your reward in 

heaven.” One of Gamaliel’s students, Paul, put it this 

way: “we are God’s children, and if children, also heirs 

— heirs of God and coheirs with Christ — provided 

that we suffer with Him so that we may also be 

glorified with Him. For I consider that the sufferings of 

this present time are not worth comparing with the 

glory that is going to be revealed to us.” 

  



Concluding exhortations 
Do you obey God or oppose him? 

Our friends Simon and Phil from were just ordinary 

guys doing their best. Simon wasn’t religious. Phil was 

serving the God he thought he knew, the best he 

knew how. But they killed God’s king and continued to 

opposed Jesus’ authority, setting themselves up as 

judges in Jesus’ place, blinded by other allegiances. 

Who is in charge in your world? Does money run the 

world? Are other people in control? Are you 

ultimately in charge of your own destiny? 

A thousand years before our story, Jesus’ ancestor 

King David wrote about such pretenders: “Why do the 

nations rage? ...” 

Friends, if you are already on God’s side and willingly 

obey Jesus as king, then you too are witnesses, with 

“the Holy Spirit who God gives to those who obey 

him.” You are free from any other authority who 

would oppress you, from politicians to corporations to 

yourself. Consider two things today: firstly, in what 

way am I still in need of King Jesus’ gifts of repentance 

and forgiveness? And secondly, how is the Holy Spirit 

calling and empowering me to further the 

announcement of the good news of King Jesus, his 

death and resurrection? We need to remind ourselves 

of these things, as well as letting folk know who don’t 

yet know: God has appointed his king, Jesus. 

If you do not know Jesus as your king, I urge you to 

listen to the good news the apostles announced to the 

Sanhedrin. Jesus’ offers today what he offered then: 

repentance and forgiveness of sins, a whole new life, 

if you will obey him. Read these eyewitness 

testimonies about Jesus’ death and resurrection, 

written down by Luke and others who were involved 

firsthand in the events they write about, during the 

lifetimes of other eyewitnesses. If Jesus lived and 

taught, died and was raised as the apostles describe, 

then he demands from you, too, your verdict or your 

loyalty. Read Luke and Acts, perhaps with someone 

you know who is a Christian.  

Please speak to me or one of the other leaders here 

after the service if you’d like to discuss or pray about 

these things. 

Concluding prayer 
Father God, thank you that you sent your king Jesus to 

offer repentance and forgiveness of sins to Israel and 

to the whole world. By your Holy Spirit please help us 

now and each day to abandon our sin and embrace 

your forgiveness, and live new lives in obedience to 

your Son our Lord Jesus Christ, who is alive and reigns 

with you. Amen. 


