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Outline XVI 

A HARD-PRESSED SANHEDRIN MEETS 

Acts 5:17-42 

 

The Occasion— 

There seems to have been no special occasion for the High Priest and all that were of the 

sect of the Sadducees to be spurred to action. The case seems to be as follows: 

1.  The success of these Galilean fishermen was more than the evil hearts of these cold, 

calloused rationalists could stand. The rejecters of the resurrection were seeing too many 

evidences of the one Resurrection for their own comfort. They were indeed a hard-pressed lot of 

unbelievers.  Unless they repented, there was no other alternative left but to continue to the bitter 

end of the course of Matt. 28:11-15. The latter they do. And it is Caiaphas who had prophesied 

unwittingly as high priest of the need of the death of Christ (John 11:47- 53), who now again 

takes the lead. “This Man” (vs. 28) indeed was affording Caiaphas with a lot of grief, had given 

the Sanhedrin plenty of work. But the work was grinding them “the rejecters of the chief Corner 

Stone” to powder. Matt. 21:44. They lay their hands on the apostles and put them in the public 

prison house. Evidently, they put all the twelve in prison. 

2. However God is with them and an angel comes and releases them from prison and enjoins 

them to stand in the temple and speak all the words of this Life!  

a) This must have been an electrifying influence for the apostles, spurring them on to 

greater activity. How they must have been reminded of Jesus’ word of promise that He would 

be with them. That they were reminded of Jesus’ sayings on other occasions we have proof in 

John 2:17.  

b) When the leaders learn that the apostles were not in the prison-house but that they were 

teaching the “people” in the temple and that in bold defiance of all their threatenings, they 

say: “What will this be?! vs. 24.  

c)  Consequently, they lead the apostles before their gathering without force. Publicly and in 

full view of the people they dare not ill-treat them for fear of being stoned if they should. 

 

The Issue at Stake— 

1.  As this appears from the high priest’s hard-pressed question to the disciples, vs. 27.  

a)  He asks them the rhetorical question whether they had not been explicitly told not to 

teach in the Name of Him whose power had healed the man born lame! And this question 

implied that all that Peter and the other apostles could say was: yes!  

b)  But what had they done? 

1)  They had filled Jerusalem with the teaching of the resurrection from the dead, the 

Resurrection of Jesus from the dead! vs. 28.  

2)  And because of the evil conscience ascribes the motive of all this teaching and 

activity to be to bring “the blood of this man on their head”! He applies the verdict of 

guilt to self, yet without repenting! Everything in Jerusalem was blood-theology! It 



brought peace to anguished hearts, but the wicked shall not see life even when the 

‘‘words of this Life” are preached! 

2.  That the above is indeed the issue here is also evident from Peter's address. 

a) He not only reaffirms that He must be more obedient to God than to men. 

b) But He is also more obedient. For he again preaches the very “blood of this man” in their 

presence, vss. 29-32. 

 

The Outcome— 

1.  The high-priest and the Sadducees are “cut in two” by this testimony of Peter and wish to 

rush upon the disciples to kill them. They only can add more blood to their already bloodstained 

consciences. 

2.  But it is a professor of the university in Jerusalem, who was also present at the time who 

councils a more sinful, sober course,  

a)  He reminds that of the possibility that this work might be of God. He cites the case of 

Theudas who had 400 men as followers and how he came to nought. He reasons that this 

came to nought because God was not with him.  

b)  Now here there were thousands following these men. It certainly gave food for thought! 

And Gamaliel, the teacher of Paul, wishes to take due account of it. Is it not better to be on 

the safe side? Do not kill them for that might be fighting against God!  

c)  This made a psychological even though not a spiritually profound impression on the 

gathering. An evil conscience needs very little to disquiet it in its evil intentions. 

3.  Consequently they scourge the disciples and let them go.  

a) The disciples praise God that they were counted worthy to suffer for Christ’s Name. 

b) And they proceed to testify in the temple! 

 

 

Outline XVII 

THE CHOOSING OF THE FIRST DEACONS 

Acts 6:1-6 

 

The Occasion— 

1.  Luke informs us that there arose a murmuring of the Grecian Jews against the Hebrew 

element in the church because their widows were being neglected in the ministration. We should 

bear in mind that this was not a dissension between Jew and Gentile, for the Grecians were not 

Gentiles but Jews. They were Jews from the western dispersion, who lived outside of Palestine 

proper, and who had learned the language and manners of the Greeks.  

2.  This murmuring does not mean that there was lack of love on the part of the brethren. It was 

not a question of the principle of love, but a matter of administration. The disciples seemed at 

first to be able to administer also the tables. But the number of the church at Jerusalem had 

become too great for them. It was somewhat similar to Moses’ position in the wilderness as 

recorded in Ex. 18:13-27.  

3.  Still the question maybe asked: Why were the Grecian widows neglected and not those of the 

Hebrews? Were the latter in the majority? Did they press themselves to the foreground making 

the most of the occasion? Acts does not state the reason.  

4.  However this may all be, the complaint that was raised was evidently not without foundation. 

For steps are taken to remedy the situation and to prevent a further recurrence of injustice. How 



well they succeed is evident from vs. 7. Even the priests, and that “many of them”, must have 

witnessed the administration of the mercy of the greater High Priest; the Priest according to the 

order of Melchisedec. Here was the true priesthood of the benevolence in Christ Jesus. They also 

become obedient to the faith! 

 

The Preponderant Consideration— 

1.  Indeed, the serving of tables is necessary. It was a spontaneous outgrowth of the operation of 

the gospel in the hearts of the redeemed. For these tables were tables of the Lord. They had 

nothing in common with the tables of devils. Hence the administration of the tables required 

special wisdom and piety.  

a)  They must be men of good repute. Men who had the confidence of the congregation and 

who command respect,  

b)  They must be full of the Spirit and of Wisdom. Their life must be influenced so by the 

Spirit that they do His will. And so they will be able to walk in the wisdom of the meek and 

in the fear of the Lord. Prov. 1:7; 4:l ff.; James 1:5; 3:13. A study of these passages will 

assure us that “wisdom” is not to be identified with a mere head full of learning. There are 

many educated fools, and also many illiterate men with hearts full of wisdom! 

2.  Why must these men thus attend to the ministering of the tables and not the apostles? What is 

the deciding factor? The text states the following: 

a)  The calling of the apostles was not to serve tables. That was not the genius of their place 

in God’s covenant, vs. 2. Thus, it is emphasized by Paul in I Cor. 1:17 even in respect to such 

an important matter as baptizing,  

b)  Their calling was to witness of the resurrection! They must preach the Word. And 

nothing must intervene, nay, not even the administration of mercy. How the apostles are 

separated to this work is evident from Acts 1:8! And always this is brought to the foreground 

in the preaching of the apostles. Acts 2:32; 3:15; 5:32. In fact from the last letter written by 

the aged Paul to Timothy we can see how important the preaching the Word is. II Tim. 4:2.  

c)  The preponderant consideration is therefore: That the Word of God may be preached! 

 

The Nature of the Office of Deacon: We can do no better, both for the sake of brevity and 

clarity, than to quote from "Student Notes” given in the Seminary by Rev. H. Hoeksema. We 

quote the following:  

1.  “What different views are held as to the significance of this appointment, and the character of 

the work of these seven men? (The following views are summarized, G.L.)  

a)  The oldest view of the church which held that in this appointment we must see the origin 

of the office of deacon.  

b)  The view that the service to which these men were appointed involved no ecclesiastical 

office at all.  

c)  The view that the function of these seven is the same as that of the elders mentioned in 

Acts 11:30. In that case they were already presbyters before the ministrations of tables 

became their additional task,  

d)  The view that the office of the seven included that of elder and deacon,  

e)  The view that the service of the seven was only a temporary matter, and their 

appointment only an emergency measure for that occasion.” 

2.  “Which of these views is the best attested in Scripture?” The first, in view of the following 

considerations:  



a)  The apostles emphasized that the men whom they charged the church to choose must be 

men of honest report, full of the Holy Ghost and of wisdom,  

b)  They are chosen by the church and also duly installed into their work by the apostles with 

prayer and laying on of hands. 

c)  Their peculiar task was undoubtedly the care of the poor and that in the capacity of 

official organs of the church. 

d)  Though it is true that the seven deacons in Jerusalem functioned only for a brief period, 

this cannot be adduced to prove that their appointment as such was meant to be temporary—

that the office of deacon was a permanent one in the church is clearly shown in such passages 

as: Phil. 1:1,  I Tim. 3:8-12 

e)  The requirements for this work as postulated by the apostles in Acts 6:3 are essentially 

the same as those mentioned by the apostle Paul for deacons in I Tim. 3:8-12. 

 

 

Outline XVIII 

STEPHEN SUMMONED BEFORE THE SANHEDRIN 

Acts 6:7-15 

 

The Unsuccessful Verbal Assault Upon Stephen— 

1.  Of the seven deacons chosen. Stephen stands out as the greatest in power and wisdom. For 

we read of him:  

a)  That he was full of grace and power. He must have given great testimony to the 

resurrection of Jesus Christ,  

b)  This testimony was confirmed by the great signs and wonders that he performed among 

the people. This attracted notice. The signs that he performed were not “many” but they were 

“great”. They were signs of the same quality as those performed by the apostles. He also 

represented the God of the burning bush. 

2.  Some of the synagogues of the Libertines and of the Cyrenians and Alexandrians and of 

Cilicia and Asia rose up to dispute with Stephen. These men were:  

a)  The Libertines were evidently Jews who had been taken prisoners by the Romans under 

Pompei and later set at liberty. Libertines later became a proper name for this group. They 

evidently had their own synagogue in Jerusalem,  

b)  The Cyrenians and Alexandrians were Jews from northern Africa. Possibly these had 

been transported thence under the campaigns of Alexander the great,  

c)  Those of Cilicia and Asia are Jews from Asia Minor. 

3.  In this dispute with Stephen, even though they be many, they are unsuccessful. For:  

a)  Stephen spoke with the wisdom of God revealed in Jesus Christ. It was the wisdom as not 

revealed to former generations and hid in God from before the foundations of the world. Eph. 

1:8, 18ff.; I Cor. 2:6ff.  

b)  In this he was guided by the Spirit of Truth, Compare John 14:26; Matt. 10:19. For the 

Word of God is the sword of the Spirit. And none can stand before that Apology. Compare 

Eph. 6:17. What is the nature of Scriptural apology? 

 

The Issue at Stake— 

1.  The alleged issue,  

a)  That they, the Libertines, etc. were indeed lovers of the temple and its ordinances as 



given by God to Moses on Mt. Sinai,  

b)  That Stephen was a heretic; one who spoke against Moses and the God of glory. He was a 

heretic because he preached that Jesus of Nazareth had come to dissolve the temple and to 

change the customs given by Moses. (All the laws in connection with the temple worship),  

c)  The only argument unbelief has is persecution. The world is never tolerant, vss. 11, 12. 

2.  The real issue.  

a)  They are unwilling to be obedient to the witness of the resurrection of Jesus, and to 

believe that in this Jesus God has fulfilled the Promises made to the fathers,  

b)  It is the same question of whether Christ is indeed Lord of the temple. It was a willful 

ignorance of all that had happened at the cross. It was the Jew seeking a sign, being unwilling 

to see the Sign of the Cross. Compare 2:13-22; Luke 22:66-71. Unbelief always comes with 

the same arguments and follows the same pattern! 

 

The Special Divine Testimony Given.  

1.  Its Form:  

a)  God changed the appearance of Stephen. It became like the face of an angel. Upon this 

face the entire Sanhedrin must gaze presently when Stephen makes his defense,  

b)  This shining face reminds us of:  

1)  The shining face of Moses when he came down from the Mt of God. Ex. 34:29-35; II 

Cor. 3:7. Notice what Paul says of this face in relation to Israel’s unbelief.  

2)  The glory of Christ on the Mt. of Transfiguration. Matt. 17:5; II Pet. 1:17.  

c)  In both these cases we have to do with the temple. In the former with the shadows of 

better things to come; the latter the actual bringing in of the better things by “the exodus in 

Jerusalem”. The former has no glory by reason of the excellence of the latter. II Cor. 3:10. 

2.  Its Content: 

a)  It was the glory of the exalted Christ who dwells in the Holy Place of the heavens 

revealed on Stephen’s face; as such it is the very same glory as that of Moses’ face in the 

desert. Before the very face of the Son of God unbelief remains rebellious! 

 b)  In both cases it is divine testimony to those who must hear the Word of God. 

A like experience is the lot of these children of those fathers who always killed the prophets! 

Compare 23:33-35 

 

 

Outline XIX 

STEPHEN’S DEFENSE 

Acts 7:1-60 

 

A hasty reading of this chapter should tell us that it would be folly to analyze each verse 

separate. Rather each verse should be viewed in the light of the whole. Not to do this would 

mean exegesis of many passages and books of the Old Testament. By reason of looking at the 

trees one would not see the woods. Therefore, we will treat this entire chapter in this outline and 

treat it synthetically. Each society can then follow the method they prefer to employ. The Central 

Thrust of this Defense: The Rev. Hoeksema has the following notation: “It is a masterful, 

historical review clearly revealing that he, Stephen was full of the Holy Ghost and of wisdom, in 

which he points out the positive historical line of the Covenant: the truth concerning Moses and 

the temple, as revealed in the Scripture and as being realized in Christ. He refutes the accusation 



against him and points out that not he but they (the Sanhedrin, G.L.) are the true children of 

those fathers that always resist the Holy Spirit and killed the prophets. Their fathers had slain 

them that foretold of the coming of Jesus, and they themselves had become murderers of the Just 

One.” 

This clear-cut statement speaks for itself. 

 

A.  General Survey of this Defense: 

1.  In general it should be noticed that Stephen traces the positive development of God's 

covenant from Abraham to David. Hence the 14 generations spoken of in Matt. 1:17a. 

The reason is that in these generations the growth and idea of the temple can be seen. 

2.  We notice more in detail the following:  

a)  Stephen traces the work of the “God of glory” in the days of the Patriarchs in vss. 1-

17. Also, here there are already traces of rebellious fathers,  

b)  That of Moses and Israel and the tabernacle is verses 18-45. Here there is rebellion in 

a marked degree. In Egypt already (vs. 23-27) in the desert at Sinai and subsequently 

(vss. 39-43). Always there were the hard and uncircumcised of heart! These had no 

eye for the Kingdom of Heaven,  

c)  According to the progressiveness of revelation the real nature of the temple is 

revealed especially after David and Solomon, (vss. 46-50). God really does not dwell 

in the temple made with hands, vs. 49. Thus Isaiah the prophet had already spoken. 

And of this Stephen had disputed when the Libertine Jews etc. had assaulted him and 

falsely accused him. Indeed, Stephen had spoken in full accord with the Word of 

God! 

 

The Application— 

1.  The nature of it.  

a)  It is very personal. Stephen emphatically places the Sanhedrin in the company of all those 

who killed the prophets. Instead of this being Stephen’s trial it was the death-knell of this 

Israel according to the flesh,  

b)  It was fearless. It was standing before the face of Jesus, the Judge of the nations. 

2.  Its Effect, vs. ff.  

a) They rush upon Stephen, being cut to the quick in their hardened heart. And they stone 

him outside of Jerusalem. And they seal the testimony of Stephen, that they are children 

of the fathers who always resisted the Holy Spirit,  

b) They receive one more testimony of Stephen’s relationship to the Son of Man, Jesus of 

Nazareth. A clear-cut commentary on the vicious nature of unregenerate man! 
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