
Notes / Discussion Questions

FOR REFLECTION 
Read the passage and consider some of the following questions: 
Have you ever disobeyed or just challenged an authority?  Why did you do so?  In hindsight, 
were you right to do so?  What made it right or wrong?

Maybe your boss asked you to do something that you felt was wrong, or a headteacher 
punished you in school unjustly and you refused to accept it.  If you have always been 
obedient(!), then think of examples you know of others or from history of rightful disobedience.  

READ 
Acts 5:17-42 

CONDITIONS OF DISOBEDIENCE  
1. Think back to the chapters 3-5 and what we know about the apostles and the Sanhedrin. 

How did they differ? What did they share in common? 

Is it correct to say that this persecution is taking place within the religious community?  This is 
how it appeared to both the Apostles and the Sanhedrin.  They are still trying to convince each 
other than they are wrong – see Peter’s sermon and his speech to the Sanhedrin. 

2. Look back to verses 12-16 and then verse 17. Why were they persecuting the Apostles? 

This is a struggle for the people between the religious authorities and the messianic church. The 
apostles had heavenly power and were healing many (verses 12-16).  We know from verse 17 
that the authorities were jealous of their appeal, and fearful of their popularity (v.26).   

3. What do we know about the nature of the authority of the Sanhedrin, the high priests and 
elders   

Look especially at verses 17-18, and go beyond there if necessary.  We see in verse 17 that the 
high priest was politically organised with the party of the Sadducees.  In verse 18, we see they 
had the power to put the apostles in the public prison.  The high priest governed through the 
Sanhedrin which they call in v.21, through which they were able to give orders (v.28).  We know 
that, with the consent of the Romans, they could try and execute prisoners, as they did with 
Jesus and try to again with the apostles (v.33) 

4. What are the signs that that the Apostles were winning and that Christ had won? 
• Miraculous signs: The public jail could not hold them because an angel freed them in verse 19. 
• The truth: the gospel and the person of Christ (v 30-32).  You killed him.  He was resurrected.  

He is the messiah and saviour of Israel.  And God has given the holy spirit to all those that 
follow this true. 

• Their boldness to disobey. 
• Their joy in persecution (v.41). 
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5. Look at verses 34-39 again. Is Gamaliel right that ungodly rebellion always fails and Godly 
rebellion always wins? 

In his speech he states clearly that what matters is whether the apostles’ disobedience is of 
human origin. Rebels, then, as today, were ten-a-penny.   Theudas and Judas are mentioned in 
verses 36 and 37 as rebels whose rebellions “came to nothing” and whose followers were 
“scattered”.  He demands that the Sanhedrin let them go because “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.” 

READ 
Romans 13:1-7, 1 Peter 2:13-17, Titus 3:1-2 

CONDITIONS OF OBEDIENCE 
6. What does it mean that rightful authority is good? 

Romans 13:4 states that the ruler is “God’s servant to do you good,” while verse 5 makes it clear 
we must submit to them because of conscience.  Titus 3:1 says that obedience to the authorities, 
is “to do whatever is good”.  Now, what is “good” may be difficult to decide upon in messy 
modern life but John Stott’s minimalist definition of “not forbidding what God commands” or 
“commanding what God forbids” works very well.  Perhaps “good” is best understood in the 
English way, i.e. “not bad”. 

7. What does it mean that rightful authority is merciful? 

The second qualification of obedience is that of mercy.  The authorities are intended by God to 
be benevolent.  Romans 13 v 3, reminds the new church that they hold “no terror for those who 
do right”.  In Titus 3:2, obeying the authorities is a matter of showing “true humility towards all 
men” and being “peaceable and considerate”, 

8. What does it mean that rightful authority is just? 

The final qualification is justice.  The authorities are bearers of law and order.  Romans 13 v 4 
states that the ruler, “does not bear the sword for nothing” and that he is “an agent of wrath to 
bring punishment on the wrong doer”.  In Peter’s first letter chapter 2 v 14 he says that the 
authorities are “to punish those who do right and commend those who do wrong”. 

APPLICATION: HOW TO DISOBEY WELL 
How can we train ourselves to learn the difference?   
• Be self-critical about your own disobedience – Do you ever break traffic laws or violate 

copyright?  Are your self-justifications really valid?   
• What are the conditions our obedience?  What holds us back from disobeying and how can 

we prepare ourselves to disobey when necessary? 
• Try to understand how and why other Christians disobey. Have you watched Selma or Amazing 

Grace, or read Tombland.  Or any similar story of disobedience. What did you notice? 
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