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Why We Must Obey God Rather than Men 

 

The Word of the Lord from Acts 5: “We must obey God rather than men.” This is the Word of the 
Lord.  

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

 
I. Obeying God Rather than Men 

“We must obey God rather than men.” For most of the time in life, obeying other people isn’t a 

problem at all, because God puts people in authority for our good and commands us to submit to them. 
Children are to obey their parents. Servants are to obey their masters. Citizens are to obey their rulers. 

Drivers are to obey the officer directing traffic. Students are to obey their teachers, and employees are 
supposed to obey their bosses. The list goes on. Hebrews 13:17 even adds that Christians are to obey 

what their pastors say—as long as their pastors are saying what God says.  

 
And that’s an important “as long as.” Where people in positions of authority don’t contradict God, 

we’re free to obey them. But where obeying man means disobeying God—where it’s one or the other, we 
must obey God rather than men. See, when it’s one or the other, then to obey man rather than God is to 

say, “I choose man to be my god.” 
 

You see the dilemma in Scripture. Daniel was commanded to worship King Darius as a god—only 

for thirty days, then he could get back to his usual worship. But that was thirty days of sin too many, and 
Daniel was willing to face the lion’s den rather than disobey the First Commandment. Likewise Shadrach, 

Meshach and Abednego were commanded to bow down to Nebuchadnezzar’s false gods; but they were 
willing to suffer the fiery furnace rather than deny the one true God. Both of those stories have rather 

happy endings: all four of those men were delivered miraculously. But it is not always so in Scripture. 

Consider Jeremiah, Isaiah, Stephen, James and a host of others: for their faithfulness to God, they lost 
their lives, although now they are alive in Christ forever. The world was not worthy of them. 

 
Little has changed in the world, even though we enjoy our bubble of freedom here in the United 

States. Plenty of Christians today are given the choice of suffering imprisonment or death, or denying 

their faith and bowing to atheism or a false god. Many repeat the words of Peter in our text, “We must 
obey God rather than men,” and they suffer for their faith. It is why we pray for Christians who are 

persecuted, that they might be delivered from persecution without falling from the faith.  
 

The temptation is real and growing in our nation, too. Current trends of political correctness put 
pressure on the Church as various groups declare that it’s “hate speech” to warn sinners of their sin. 

Sooner or later, the time may come when it is illegal to say that immorality is immoral or sin is sinful 

simply because it hurts feelings, because people don’t want to hear with their ears what their consciences 
are already telling them, because sin never settles for toleration but eventually demands supremacy. If 

we reach the point where the state says we must stop speaking the truth of Scripture, then we will have 
to stand with Peter and say, “We must obey God rather than men,” come what may. If there are 

consequences imposed by man, so be it: we cling to Christ and the eternal freedom He gives, not man 

and the rules he imposes. 
 

But do not think that this text is one to file away only for possible futures. You’re confronted all 
the time. Think of the in-group at school that designates the outcast and says, “You can’t be her friend if 

you want to be with us;” while Jesus commands love for those who are downtrodden. Think of the 
company where the supervisor asks that you fudge the numbers or take the client to an exotic dance 



club. Think of the friend who asks you to lie. Think of the lies held by popular society today, where you 

are pressured to confess the myth of godless evolution or the “right” to elective abortion. In situations 
like this, it is given to you to say “I must obey God rather than men.” After all, it is God—not man—who 

will sit on the judgment seat on the Last Day. It is God—not man—who has redeemed you from your sin. 
And, after all, all you are saying is that you desire to speak the truth. In fact, such times are always 

opportunities to confess the truth, to say what God says; for such times, we give thanks to God for the 

privilege of speaking His Word. And if we suffer, we give thanks that we are counted worthy to suffer for 
the name of Jesus.  

 
II. The Story in Acts 5 

That is certainly the situation of the apostles in our first lesson. They stand before the Council—
the Sanhedrin—because they’ve been arrested in the temple. The chief priests have thrown them in jail 

for a night, but an angel has released them and they’ve returned to the temple to teach some more. And 

what are they teaching? They’re telling the crowds that Jesus has died for their sins and is risen from the 
dead; and by His authority, the apostles are forgiving sins and healing people.  

 
The chief priests are infuriated—they are furious that people are being healed and forgiven, 

because it is being done in the name of Jesus! They have the apostles brought before them again and 

say, “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.” (Acts 5:28) The same men who led the mob 

in shouting “Let His blood be on us and our children” (Matthew 27:25) now want nothing to do with 
Jesus’ death. Call it hypocrisy or what you will; at the root of the matter, these men are ruled by blinding 

sin, and they’re just trying to get as far away from Jesus as they can. In their fervent opinion, the sooner 
these apostles stop talking about Him, the better.  

 

It’s then that Peter says, “We must obey God rather than men.” In the Greek, he says, “It is 
divinely necessary that we obey God rather than men.” But why? Listen carefully to what Peter goes on 

to say: “The God of our fathers raised Jesus, whom you killed by hanging Him on a tree. God exalted Him 
at His right hand as Leader and Savior, to give repentance to Israel and forgiveness of sins. And we are 

witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God has given to those who obey him.” 

 
What is Peter doing? He’s telling the truth, yes. He’s telling the chief priests why the apostles 

have no choice but to keep speaking the Gospel. But he’s not doing this to make an excuse or to annoy 
or defy. No, he’s doing this to exercise the Office of the Keys that we hear about in our Gospel lesson. 

Jesus said to His disciples, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; 

if you withhold forgiveness from any, it is withheld.” Jesus sent His disciples to forgive sinners; and 
because these chief priests are sinful, Peter is attempting to do exactly that. He’s not trying to poke them 

in the eye. Instead, Peter is saying, “It is divinely necessary that we speak the Gospel to you because 
Jesus sent us to you, and because you need to hear it. You’ve rejected this Jesus so far. You made sure 

He was hanged on the tree of the cross and put to death. But God raised Him up and exalted Him as 
Savior! Jesus is risen from the dead to give repentance to Israel and the forgiveness of sins! You, chief 

priests, you are certainly Israel! Therefore, Jesus is risen from the dead to give you repentance and to 

give you the forgiveness of sins! It is yours by this Word! Repent and be forgiven!” 
 

They were furious before, but now even more so. It’s really no surprise, because this is how 
unbelief reacts to the Gospel, especially when there is fear involved. The chief priests are afraid—they’re 

afraid that if too many follow the apostles and believe in Jesus, Rome will destroy them. Fear often 

makes for zero-tolerance policies. However, Gamaliel, a moderate on the council, carries the day with his 
advice: he notes that other men have risen with hundreds of followers and rebelled against Rome, and 

they’ve been brought to nothing. Then he says, “in the present case I tell you, keep away from these 
men and let them alone, for if this plan or this undertaking is of man, it will fail; but if it is of God, you 

will not be able to overthrow them. You might even be found opposing God!” It’s startling advice, given 
the attitude of the chief priests first towards Jesus, and now His disciples. Give these apostles time and 



see if they fail, counsels Gamaliel. After all, if the apostles are truly favored by God, the chief priests 

won’t be able to stop them anyway; and if that’s the case, it will be the chief priests who are guilty of 
obeying man—Rome—rather than God. 

 
So the apostles are released, but not before a savage beating and a warning to stop speaking of 

Jesus. Ah, but the Good News is just too good of news: thankful that the Lord counts them worthy to 

suffer for His name, they do not cease teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ. 
 

A few quick observations, then, for the people of God. 
 

For starters, God grant that His Church never cease teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ 
even for a day. That is the news of salvation for all who believe, and salvation is found in no one else but 

Jesus. If we are forbidden from speaking it, we must obey God rather than men—the Good News is just 

too good of news to forsake, for it gives repentance, forgiveness and eternal life.  
 

This is especially true when we speak to those who oppose the Christian faith. When others seek 
to harm, the natural reaction is to speak only harm in return and therefore deprive them of the Gospel, or 

stop speaking the Gospel because it’s what got the trouble started in the first place. From Peter’s sermon, 

we are reminded of an important lesson: those who oppose the Gospel are also those for whom Christ 
died. He bore their sins to the cross and listened to their shouts of scorn as He breathed His last. He 

desires that be saved, and salvation is found only in Christ and Him crucified. Therefore, where we 
encounter individuals or groups who desire that we cease proclaiming Christ, it is right for us to proclaim 

Christ even more—for their sake; not without Law and not to be stubborn annoyances, but in the sincere, 
loving desire that they hear, believe and receive forgiveness. We pray for them, too. And we give thanks: 

we give thanks that, while we were born enemies of God, God has made His salvation known for us. And 

we give thanks that, for Jesus’ sake, He counts us worthy to suffer dishonor for the name of Jesus. 
 

Third, we heed Gamaliel’s words: “if this plan or this undertaking is of man, it will fail; but if it is 
of God, you will not be able to overthrow them. You might even be found opposing God!” The “plan” of 

which he speaks is the Gospel, God’s undertaking to save man. As he suggested, the world cannot 

overthrow this proclamation, this giving of forgiveness and life. The Church will never perish; but if it 
ceases to preach the Gospel in some place, then it is no longer the Church. That’s the danger for the 

Church in times of prosperity: rather than be concerned with the forgiveness of sins in Christ, Christians 
concern themselves with becoming more prosperous, with increasing attendance and offerings and 

building sizes. Where God permits this by the work of the Holy Spirit through the Word, thanks be to 

God! But often in times of prosperity, Christians turn to other messages and obscure the Gospel because 
they see the cross as neither popular nor a path to prosperity. If they continue down this path, they 

cease to be part of the Church, for the Church is the body of Christ—Christ crucified and raised from the 
dead. Of course the Gospel isn’t popular—the apostles are beaten within an inch of life for it in our 

lesson. Of course it doesn’t lead to prosperity in this world—but it does give forgiveness of sins. And 
where there is forgiveness of sins, there is also life and salvation. 

 

We must obey God rather than men. Better yet, we believe God rather than men. The God of our 
fathers is your heavenly Father for Jesus’ sake, because He raised Jesus from the dead, who was 

crucified for your sins. God has exalted His Son at His right hand as Leader, as your Savior who leads you 
even through the shadow of death. He gives you repentance and the forgiveness of sins by the work of 

His Holy Spirit. That is the news that gives you salvation, and that is the news that God entrusts to His 

Church to declare so that others might have salvation, too. Should you suffer for that proclamation, God 
grant you faith and strength to endure. God grant you joy, too: joy that He counts you worthy to suffer 

for the name of Jesus. For this means that the world is not worthy of you, but that God declares you 
worthy to bear His name—because you are forgiven for all of your sins.  

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


