
“Gamaliel’s Counsel” 
(Acts 5:33-42)   

 
 
 

I.  Introduction.   
A.  Orientation.   

1.  This morning, we saw renewed opposition to the work of God’s kingdom.   
a.  As more and more came to Christ, the rulers of Israel became jealous.   

(i)  They arrested the apostles and put them in jail.   
(ii)  They expected to put them on trial the following day when they had the whole 

Council of Israel together.   
 
b.  In the meantime, the Lord overruled their decision and set them free.   

(i)  He sent an angel to lead them out of prison and to direct them back to the work.   
(ii)  And the apostles obeyed immediately, going back to the Temple to resume their 

teaching.   
 

c.  But when the Council discovered they were no longer in the jail but in the Temple, 
they sent the captain and officers again to bring them back – but peaceably, because 
of the people.   

d.  But again the Lord strengthened them to stand their ground.   
(i)  Even though they were charged with failure to listen to their previous orders, 

Peter didn’t ask for their pardon, but again proclaimed to them the Gospel.   
(ii)  He told them again that they were responsible to obey a higher authority.   
(iii)  The Gospel was the only message of life the Lord had given – Israel’s future 

depended on their continuing to proclaim it.   
(iv)  And so Peter again reminded them of their crime of putting Jesus to death, but 

also of His resurrection and exaltation, and their need to submit to Him as their 
Lord and Savior, if they were to enter into God’s kingdom.   

 
2.  This whole episode reminded us again that whenever the kingdom moves forward, so 

does Satan’s opposition.   
a.  When the Lord pours His Spirit out in revival, the devil mounts his forces to resist it.   
b.  But the Lord only allows him to do this that He might overrule the devil to His own 

glory.   
c.  When Satan resists, the Lord gives a greater grace and continues His work.   
 

B.  Preview.   
1.  This evening, we see the reaction of the Council to the Gospel.   

a.  Considering that these men were the spiritual leaders and teachers of Israel, we 
might expect to see them to recognize this as God’s work and His truth.  We might 
expect to see them repent and believe the Gospel and receive Christ as their Lord and 
Savior.   

b.  But considering what they did to Jesus, it doesn’t surprise us that they would 
continue to resist the truth and persecute those who follow Him:   
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(i)  When they heard the apostles’ words, their first reaction was they wanted to kill 
them on the spot.   

(ii)  They probably would have done so, if Gamaliel hadn’t interceded.   
(a)  Instead of killing them and inciting a riot among the people, he counseled the 

leaders to leave them alone.   
(b)  If this wasn’t of God, it would be overthrown in time.   
(c)  But if it was of God, there would be nothing they could do to stop it.   
 

2.  Let’s consider four things:   
a.  The Council’s reaction to Peter’s defense.   
b.  Gamaliel’s counsel.   
c.  The response of the Council to Gamaliel’s advise.   
d.  Finally, the apostles’ response to the Council.   

 
II.  Sermon.   

A.  First, let’s consider briefly their response to Peter’s defense.   
1.  As I noted before, it was not one of faith and repentance, but of anger and the desire for 

revenge:  “But when they heard this, they were cut to the quick and intended to kill 
them” (v. 33).   

2.  Why?  Peter’s message exposed their sin.   
a.  They were incensed.   

(i)  They were cut to the heart, angry that their sin was set before them.   
(ii)  And if they couldn’t get them to cease from preaching the truth about their evil 

deeds and the resurrection of Christ, they would put them to death to stop it.   
(iii)  Obviously the apostles’ truth did not sway the Council, but enraged it.   
 

b.  For some, the Gospel is an aroma of life to life – for others of death to death (2 Cor. 
2:15-16).   
(i)  The righteous consider it a blessing when their sins are reproved:  when this 

sermon was preached earlier to the crowds, they repented in godly sorrow (2:37).   
(ii)  These not only rejected the comfort that the Gospel would bring to them, but 

also sought to kill those who brought it.   
(iii)  This should be a reminder to us to check our hearts to see how we are 

responding to the truth.   
(a)  Those being dealt with graciously by God are thankful when their sins are 

exposed.   
(b)  But those in darkness hate the light that reveals their sins and try to put it out.   
(c)  The Council hated the light and wanted to kill the apostles.   

 
B.  And they would have, if Gamaliel hadn’t interceded.  “But a Pharisee named Gamaliel, a 

teacher of the Law, respected by all the people, stood up in the Council” (v. 34).   
1.  Who was Gamaliel?   

a.  A leading man in the Council, a Pharisee, a doctor of the law, studied in the OT 
Scriptures, a teacher – the very one who had instructed the apostle Paul (22:3).  
Tradition tells us that he also taught Stephen and Barnabas.   

b.  Some believe he was the son of Simeon, who received Christ when a child at the 
Temple, and the grandson of the great Hillel (Henry).   
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c.  In Easton, we read, “He was noted for his learning, and was president of the 
Sanhedrim during the reigns of Tiberius, Caligula, and Claudius, and died, it is said, 
about eighteen years before the destruction of Jerusalem.”   

d.  He also had a good reputation among all the people for his wisdom and conduct.   
(i)  He was not willing to go along with the direction of the Council.   
(ii)  Men who can control their temper are often respected among their 

contemporaries, especially when they are able to help cool the hot tempers of 
others.   

 
2.  Gamaliel first had the apostles put out so he could speak more freely, then cautioned the 

Council.    
a.  Then he cautioned them about their attitude:  “Men of Israel, take care what you 

propose to do with these men” (v. 35).   
b.  Why?   

(i)  Those who set themselves to persecute God’s people often fall into the pit they 
dig for them.   

(ii)  At this point, Gamaliel appears not to be convinced one way or the other 
regarding the apostles.   

 
3.  Then he prepared them for his counsel by reminding them of two previous cases that 

were similar to the present one:  that of Theudas and that of Judas of Galilee.   
a.  Theudas claimed to be someone great (v. 36):   

(i)  Perhaps as a teacher or prince, someone commissioned by God to do some great 
thing in the church or state.   

(ii)  He was able to get about four hundred men to follow him.   
(iii)  But he didn’t get far:  he was killed, his followers were scattered, and his 

movement came to nothing.   
 

b.  The same thing happened with Judas of Galilee (v. 37):   
(i)  He rose up in the days of the census:  perhaps that census during the time of 

Christ’s birth.   
(ii)  He also drew some people after him.   
(iii)  But again, he perished and all who followed him were scattered.   
 

c.  Here were two men who failed because of God’s Providence:  the Sanhedrin really 
didn’t need to do anything about it.   

 
d.  In the present case, the same would likely happen.   

(i)  They had killed Jesus.  If He was an imposter, then His death would eventually 
disperse His followers.   

(ii)  As Scripture says, “Strike the Shepherd that the sheep may be scattered” (Zech. 
13:7).   

(iii)  That certainly would have happened if God had not also raised the Shepherd.   
 

4.  His opinion then was that they should leave these men alone.   
a.  We’re not sure why he gave this counsel:  for fear of the people or the Romans?   

(i)  Did he believe there was some truth to what they were saying?   
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(ii)  Did God move on his heart to do this merely to protect the apostles?   
(iii)  Words are very powerful and have created huge followings, even when the 

movements are false:   
(a)  Communism for instance.   
(b)  The Islamic religion.   
(c)  Mormonism and JWs.   
(d)  Even Harold Camping.   
 

b.  For whatever reason, he believed they should leave the matter in God’s hands to see 
what became of it.   
(i)  If it was of men, it would come to nothing.   
(ii)  But if of God, they could not overthrow it – it would stand no matter what they 

did:  they might even find themselves fighting against God.   
(iii)  Since they weren’t doing anything wicked or immoral, nothing worthy of 

punishment, they should leave matters in God’s hands.   
 

c.  His counsel was generally sound.   
(i)  Sometimes God wills that false movements stand.   
(ii)  Many have not come to an end so quickly, and eventually would lead their 

followers to ruin:  JWs, Mormons, Muslims, those following Harold Camping.   
(iii)  God allows the enemy sometimes to deceive those who are perishing, while at 

the same time protecting His elect.   
(iv)  This is not to say that we shouldn’t speak out against these movements and try 

to convert their followers to the truth.   
(v)  But we need to remember that God will eventually pull them down, because they 

are not from Him.  
(vi)  At the same time God will never allow His church to fall:  there will always be a 

church as long as God’s plan for this world continues.  It will never be 
overthrown (comfort).   

 
5.  This was Gamaliel’s counsel:   

a.  Jewish tradition states that Gamaliel lived and died a confirmed enemy of Christ and 
His Gospel.   

b.  He is remembered as the one who wrote a prayer the Jews use to this day that calls 
for the extermination of Christianity.   

c.  Romanists believe that he repented and became a great supporter of Christianity and 
a follower of Paul.  However, Luke makes no mention of this in Acts, which would 
seem unlikely, if it was true.   

d.  If Jewish tradition is correct, at least at this time, Gamaliel was not in favor of 
persecuting the followers of Christ.   

 
C.  How did the Council respond?  “They took his advice; and after calling the apostles in, 

they flogged them and ordered them not to speak in the name of Jesus, and then released 
them” (v. 40).   
1.  They agreed first not to put the apostles to death.   
2.  However, they couldn’t keep themselves from doing something to reinforce their will:   
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a.  They had them flogged, even though they were not guilty (Pilate did the same thing 
to Jesus hoping to appease the Jews).   

b.  Their backs were bared and they were given thirty-nine lashes – at the time Paul 
wrote 2 Corinthians, he had been beaten in this way 5 times (2 Cor. 11:24).   

c.  They hoped this would discourage them from continuing their ministry.   
 

3.  They also commanded them no longer to speak in the name of Jesus:   
a.  Of course, they already had Peter’s response to this.   
b.  But perhaps they hoped to build a case for further action against them when they 

disobeyed their orders in the future.   
 

4.  Again, serving Christ has its dangers:   
a.  If we live godly – which we must – we will be persecuted.   
b.  But we shouldn’t be afraid – it’s really an honor to suffer for Christ, as we see now 

in:   
 

D.  Our final point:  the apostles’ response.  “So they went on their way from the presence of 
the Council, rejoicing that they had been considered worthy to suffer shame for His name.  
And every day, in the temple and from house to house, they kept right on teaching and 
preaching Jesus as the Christ” (vv. 41-42).   
1.  Notice first, they went on their way rejoicing.   

a.  They didn’t get angry, revile them in return, or seek revenge.   
b.  They rejoiced that they were counted worthy to suffer shame for Christ.   

(i)  They counted it an honor that God would consider them worthy to go through 
this for Christ 

(ii)  Or that the rulers of Israel would so identify them with Christ that they would 
pour their malice out on them.   

(iii)  Jesus told us that when men revile us and persecute us, we should rejoice and be 
glad:  our reward in heaven is great (Matt. 5:11, 12).   

(iv)  It may hurt for a while when others injure us for trying to be faithful to Christ, 
but in the end it will increase our blessing in heaven.   

 
2.  Second, they continued to do the work Christ had called them to:   

a.  They didn’t grow weary, they didn’t become discouraged.   
(i)  They went on day after day.   
(ii)  Not in secret, but publicly in the temple, and from house to house.   
(iii)  They kept on teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ.   
 

b.  Things may come into our lives that slow us down for a while, but we need to keep 
pushing forward to the finish line.   
(i)  We shouldn’t be surprised when we suffer persecution, but rejoice.   
(ii)  But we shouldn’t let it slow us down either:  we must keep striving forward in 

our struggle against sin and against the attacks of sinners, that the kingdom might 
be advanced.  Amen.   


