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A C T S   5 : 1 2 ,  1 7 – 3 2
==================================================================================
First Sunday after Easter, April 27-29, 2025 Smith

S T R A N G E   P U L P I T S

   12 Now by the hands of the apostles many signs and wonders were being performed 
among the people. They all used to meet together in Solomon’s Colonnade. 17 But the high 
priest rose up and all those who were with him, who belonged to the party of the 
Sadducees, were filled with jealousy. 18 They arrested the apostles and put them in the 
public prison. 19 But during the night an angel of the Lord opened the prison doors, 
brought them out, and spoke to them: 20 “Go and stand in the temple courts and tell the 
people all the words of this Life.”  21 And when they heard this, they entered the temple at 
daybreak and began to teach. Now the high priest, having risen early, came along with 
those who were with him and called together the council and all the senate of Israel, and 
sent to the prison to have them brought out. 
   22 But when the officers went and opened the doors,  they did not find them in the prison, 
so they returned and reported this. 23 “We found the prison securely locked and the guards 
standing at the doors, but when we opened the doors we found no one inside.” 24 When the 
captain of the temple and the high priests heard these reports, they were very much 
perplexed about them, wondering what this would come to. 25 Then someone came and told 
them, “The men you put in prison are standing in the temple courts, teaching the people.” 26 
The captain went with the officers and brought the apostles out. but not by force, because 
they were afraid of being stoned by the people.  27 After they had brought them out, they set 
them before the council. And the high priest questioned them. 28 He said, “We strictly 
charged you not to teach in this name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with your 
teaching and you intend to bring this man’s blood upon us.” 29 But Peter and the apostles 
answered: “We must obey God rather than men. 30 The God of our fathers raised up Jesus, 
whom you arrested and killed by hanging him on a cross. 31 God exalted him to his right 
hand as Prince and Savior, to give to Israel repentance and the forgiveness of sins. 32 We 
are witnesses of these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who 
obey him.”

God sends out preachers, ministers, teachers, and people with other titles to proclaim the 
gospel of the forgiveness of sins through Christ, who died and rose again, and who will 
return to judge all mankind and bring those of us with faith to live with him forever in 
heaven. Sometimes that message is delivered in a pulpit like this one. Sometimes it gets 
delivered in other places-- strange pulpits, unexpected pulpits, and sometimes even scary 
pulpits. But the message is the same. 
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In the early months and years after Jesus ascended into heaven, his disciples carried on as 
Jesus had, preaching the gospel here and there in Judea and in Jerusalem. Here in Acts 5, 
they were right back in the Temple courts, the covered walkway around the perimeter of the 
big temple complex, a walkway made of beautiful tall pillars, known as Solomon’s 
Colonnade. And God gave them the power to perform many miracles, probably mostly 
healing miracles, as proof of the authenticity of their message. These miracles and the power 
of the message that they preached were very different from what the people were used to 
hearing from the Jewish leaders of their time. This made the high priests and the other 
leaders jealous. They wanted the people to keep on waiting for the Messiah, the Christ, to 
come. They didn’t want anybody to put their faith in Jesus. 

An angel released the apostles from prison (it wouldn’t be the last time) and commanded 
them to go and preach the same message again. A command from God’s angel is the same as 
a command from God, since the angels do not bring their own words, but God’s words. 

As the Apostles were released from prison, we find that sinful man expects to find that the 
world works the way that man understands or wills things to be, but that in fact God is the 
one who is in charge. What God wills, will be. So when the guards went to collect the 
apostles for questioning, the doors were locked. The guards were where they were supposed 
to be, standing guard. There was no damage to the building at all. But when they unlocked 
the doors, the Apostles were gone. Where were they? This didn’t make any sense. And it 
made even less sense when the council was told that they hadn’t escaped or fled out into the 
hills-- they were just back in the temple, doing the same thing that they had been doing 
yesterday. 

Now, the argument of the council, the Sanhedrin, was that the apostles were trying to bring 
the blood of Jesus down on them. Which of course, is exactly what these men and the people 
of Jerusalem had asked for when they shouted “Crucify! Crucify him!” They had also said, 
“Let his blood be on us and on our children!” (Matthew 27:25). When you make an oath to 
God, he hears you. Even a religious leader must recognize that this is true (I’m talking now 
like a mad man, or at least a man filled with frustration). 

It was God himself, through an angel messenger, who commanded the apostles to preach the 
message of “this new life.” The word “this” is a special pronoun1 that shows that the thing 
being talked about has been talked about before; it is an arrow; it is underlining. This new 
life is the new life we have in Christ through his payment for our sins. 

1 demonstrative
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So when the Jewish council demanded that the Apostles stop preaching, the Apostles found 
themselves in a very strange pulpit: The floor of the Sanhedrin, the group that had 
condemned Jesus to death. And their wonderful response was one that we all need to have on 
file in the memory: “We must obey God rather than men.” 

Now, what does this mean? Does this mean that I never need to obey the government, or 
traffic laws, or property laws, or a cop when he pulls you over? No. That’s not what it means 
at all. Remember that “Articles of Faith must not be set against each other.”2 So the 
Fourth Commandment stands even when the government does something ridiculous. 

We may, in this country and under the laws of God’s love, we may peacefully protest or 
protest with our votes when we disagree with our government. But when our government or 
its people do something that we disagree with, we may not take up arms against that 
government or its people and do them physical harm. But, should the government ever 
command us not to proclaim Christ or confess our Christian faith, then the reply of the 
Apostles stands in its context and its original intent: We must obey God rather than men. 

Now understand: It is therefore sinful to do otherwise. 

That is to say, if any government forbids me from preaching Christ, it is my obligation to 
Christ to proclaim him, whatever the cost. I must risk imprisonment or fines or a change in 
tax status or the seizure of property or even physical punishments. Why? Because all of these 
things stand against the command to proclaim Christ crucified, which for me is the most 
important part of the divine call issued to me by you. But Luther makes this point as well: “If 
you could save the whole world by one sermon and yet you have no divine call to 
preach, then you must not! For you would be breaking the will of God, and it would not 
please God.”3 

So our temptations rise up from seemingly good motives, but we must be careful to really 
and truly obey God, and be certain that it is God we are obeying, and not just a sinful 
impulse be rebellious, or to say, “Lots of churches are doing this or that, and I need to do it, 
too!” 

We fall to our knees with these things on our hearts and we say, “Have mercy on me, a 
sinner.” We add, “Lord, I don’t know what to do! Let me learn about you and your will 
first.” And don’t doubt his grace; his love covers you like the evening that falls every single 
day without fail, like the sleep that sets in even if you think you’re too busy for it. His grace 

2 Johann Gerhard, On the Nature of God, §132, page 137.
3 Luther’s Works, St. Louis Edition III:1090.
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and mercy chase after you. As we heard in our Revelation lesson today: “He loves us and 
has freed us from our sins by his blood” (Re 1:5). 

Now, if you do bear a cross, it must not be self-imposed. If God has a cross for you to bear, 
he will give it. “It is better, if it is God’s will, to suffer for doing good than for doing evil” (1 
Peter 3:17). So the person who wants to invoke our verse, “We must obey God rather than 
men,” must first of all know what God’s commands truly are. He needs to understand the 
difference between the civil, ceremonial, and moral law in the Old Testament, and he must 
know what Jesus wants from us. It would be better to immerse myself in what it means to 
obey God than ever to search for a way to apply the “rather than men” part of this verse. 

Obedience to God begins with faith in Christ. What comes from faith is obedience of various 
kinds, but let us first of all nurture our faith so that what comes from it is going to be right 
and true and acceptable to our Savior Jesus, who prepares us for many ways to serve, 
including some strange pulpits.

And the peace of God that transcends our understanding guards our hearts and minds in 
Christ Jesus. Amen. 


