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Stephen’s Martyrdom

Bible Background « ACTS 7:1-8:1A
Printed Text « ACTS 7:51-8:1A | Devotional Reading - EPHESIANS 6:13-20

Aim for Change

By the end of the lesson, we will: IDENTIFY the reasons for Stephen’s martyrdom,
REFLECT on our reactions when our beliefs are challenged, and WITNESS peacefully
and candidly for Christ regardless of the cost.

In Focus

This was Angie’s first time meeting Joanne, the woman who would soon become her
mother-in-law. They were both shocked to realize that they taught at the same elementary
school. The meeting, however, was not off to a great start. “Well, Angie,” Joanne said,
“I've heard that you are one of those ‘shoutin’ type of Christians. Is that true?” In a way, it
seemed like a trap, but Angie realized it was an opportunity from God.

“I don't know what you mean by ‘shoutin, but I am enthusiastic about Jesus because He
is my Savior and I love Him,” replied Angie. She could see the distaste for her answer all
over her future mother-in-law’s face.

Angie was glad for the opportunity to witness, but she knew that not all of these
opportunities lead to a happy ending. And this time, it didn't.

“I'm glad you talked to Mom about your relationship with Jesus,” her fiancé, Anthony,
said to her later, “though I knew what her response would be””

Although Angie saw Joanne at school almost every day, she did not speak to Angie or
Anthony for months. It hurt them both that she did not even come to their wedding.

Sometimes, even a life full of goodness and a very wise witness will not convince people.
Are we ready to speak up for our Savior, no matter what the consequences will be in our lives?

Keep in Mind

“And they stoned Stephen, calling upon God, and saying, Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.”
(Acts 7:59, KJV)
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Focal Verses

K] Acts 7:51 Ye stiffnecked and
uncircumcised in heart and ears, ye

do always resist the Holy Ghost: as your fathers

did, so do ye.

52 Which of the prophets have not your
fathers persecuted? and they have slain them
which shewed before of the coming of the Just
One; of whom ye have been now the betrayers
and murderers:

53 Who have received the law by the
disposition of angels, and have not kept it.

54 When they heard these things, they were
cut to the heart, and they gnashed on him with
their teeth.

55 But he, being full of the Holy Ghost, looked
up stedfastly into heaven, and saw the glory of
God, and Jesus standing on the right hand of God,

The People, Places, and Times

Blasphemy. The Greek word for “blasphemy”
means “to slander” or “to speak lightly of the
divine” In the New Testament, blasphemy
indicated a hostile attitude toward God. In the
epistle to the Romans, Paul quotes Isaiah who
stated that God’s name was blasphemed among
the Gentiles because of the Jews (Romans 2:24,
Isaiah 52:5). This confirms the importance of
believers living in ways that bring praise to God
rather than contempt for Him. It is worth noting
that both Jesus and Stephen were condemned to
death under the false charge of blasphemy. This
occurred because Jesus claimed the prerogatives
that belong to God alone, and Stephen accused
the unbelieving Jews of murdering the long-
awaited Messiah.

Background

Jesus knew that the Gospel of the Kingdom
would be preached to all nations. He knew that
truth, armed with the omnipotence of the Holy

56 And said, Behold, I see the heavens
opened, and the Son of man standing on the
right hand of God.

57 Then they cried out with a loud voice,
and stopped their ears, and ran upon him with
one accord,

58 And cast him out of the city, and stoned
him: and the witnesses laid down their clothes
at a young man’s feet, whose name was Saul.

59 And they stoned Stephen, calling upon
God, and saying, Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.

60 And he kneeled down, and cried with a
loud voice, Lord, lay not this sin to their charge.
And when he had said this, he fell asleep.

8:1a And Saul was consenting unto his death.

Spirit, would prevail in the battle with evil and
that the bloodstained banner would one day
wave triumphantly over His followers.

As Christ’s earthly ministry drew toa close, He
knew He would soon leave His disciples to carry
on the work without His personal supervision.
He sought to encourage them and to prepare
them for the future. He did not deceive them
with false hopes. He knew He was about to be
separated from them—to leave them as sheep
among wolves. He knew they would suffer
persecution, be cast out of the synagogues, and
be thrown into prison for proclaiming Him as
the Messiah. In speaking of their future, Jesus
said some of them would be killed. He knew that
in their coming trials they would remember His
words and be strengthened to believe in Him as
the Redeemer.

Are you prepared to stand up for your faith,
regardless of the consequences as demonstrated
by Stephen in today’s lesson?
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At-A-Glance

1. The Conclusion of Stephen’s Defense
(Acts 7:51-53)
2. The Death of Stephen (vv. 53-8:1a)

In Depth

1. The Conclusion of Stephen’s Defense
(Acts 7:51-53)

The beginning of chapter 7 opens with
Stephen’s brilliant defense of what he believed,
which was really a review of the history of the
people of Israel. He begins by appealing to the
memory of Abraham. He describes Abraham
as a man of longtime faith who dared to change
his life in obedience to God, leaving his country
and even his father’s house to go into a land he
had never seen before. Though he was old and
childless, Abram (renamed Abraham) believed
God would give him descendants.

The next man on Stephen’s list was Joseph.
Joseph was a man of faith who obeyed God and
had every one of God’s promises to him fulfilled.
Stephen contrasts Joseph with members of the
Sanhedrin, who refused to obey God because
they feared the changes that doing so would
bring in their lives and in their levels of affluence.

Next, Stephen spoke of Moses, whom they had
accused him of blaspheming. Stephen argued
that Moses failed when he acted according to
what seemed right in his own eyes and according
to his own wisdom. But when God appeared,
then instructed and empowered him, Moses
went back to Egypt and became a ruler and
deliverer. He answers their charge by quoting
Moses himself: “God will raise up for you a
Prophet like me from among your own people”
(Acts 7:37, NLT; see Deuteronomy 18:15). In
other words, Moses himself had said things
would change. God was going to raise up another
prophet who, like Moses, would teach the people
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a whole new way of life in God. The prophet
whom Moses spoke of was Jesus, the man they
had put to death and were now rejecting.

Stephen answered the second charge
regarding the Temple by quoting from Isaiah:
“Heaven is my throne, and earth is my footstool:
what house will ye build me? saith the Lord: or
what is the place of my rest? Hath not my hand
made all these things?” (Acts 7:49-50, KJV; see
[saiah 66:1-2). No building can contain God.
God is the Creator of all things.

After answering their charges, Stephen levels
a charge of his own: “You stubborn people! You
are heathen at heart and deaf to the truth. Must
you forever resist the Holy Spirit? That’s what
your ancestors did, and so do you!” (Acts 7:51,
NLT). These Jews were stubborn—they would
not bow to God’s will. They had what the KJV
refers to as “uncircumcised hearts,” meaning
their hearts were insensitive to the grace and
glory of God. They refused to repent. Just as
their forefathers had persecuted and murdered
the prophets who prophesied of Jesus, these
Jews had betrayed and murdered the Christ.

2. The Death of Stephen (vv. 53-8:1a)

Stephen’s accusers and the religious leaders
were so outraged by this truth that they could
not stand it. “The Jewish leaders were infuriated
by Stephen’s accusation, and they shook their
fists at him in rage” (Acts 7:54, NLT). In contrast
to his accusers, who were driven wild by their
passions, Stephen continued to look to God: “But
Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed steadily
into heaven and saw the glory of God, and he
saw Jesus standing in the place of honor at God’s
right hand” (v. 55, NLT). These words are almost
identical to the words Jesus had spoken to these
men just a few years earlier: “You have said it.
And in the future you will see the Son of Man
seated in the place of power at God’s right hand”
(Matthew 26:64, NLT). When they heard this,
they knew the issue was not Stephen but Jesus.
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They had brought Stephen to trial, and he
condemned them with the very Scriptures
they professed to believe. Like the men of
the synagogue, they could not argue with his
testimony. Consequently, these enraged Jews
cried out at the top of their voices and put
their hands up to their ears in a vain attempt
to drown out Stephen. When confronted with
the truth of Christ, one must either submit or
resist. The Jewish leaders and Stephen’s accusers
decided to resist. Like their forefathers, instead
of heeding the words of God’s prophet, they
would kill him. The respectable Sanhedrin
turned into an unruly mob, rushed at Stephen,
and dragged him outside the city gates. They
threw him down into a pit and stoned him.

The reference to the “witness” (Acts 7:58,
KJV) suggests that the stoning was carried out
as a legal execution. The penalty for blasphemy
was stoning (Leviticus 24:16). According to
Jewish Law, the witnesses would have to throw
the first stones (Deuteronomy 17:7). Acts 7:58
says that these men took off their outer cloaks
and laid them at the feet of a young Jewish
Pharisee named Saul.

After the witnesses had thrown the first
stones, the rest of the congregation picked up
stones and hurled them at Stephen. If someone
had a good aim and managed to hit Stephen in
the head early on, he would lose consciousness
and would not have to endure the prolonged
agony. If not, his death would be long, slow, and
very painful.

As the malicious and unforgiving crowd
threw their stones down on Stephen, he first
cried out in prayer for God to receive his spirit.
Then, he dropped to his knees and uttered his
final words, “Lord, don't charge them with
this sin!” (Acts 7:60, NLT). Stephen, the first
recorded Christian martyr, died at the hands
of the same people who had delivered Jesus to
be crucified, and he died with a similar prayer
on his lips.

The King James Version translates that
Stephen “fell asleep” (Acts 7:60; also see John
11:11). Because physical death is temporary
for the believer, death is referred to as sleep.
The body sleeps, but the spirit goes to be with
the Lord (1 Corinthians 15:12-19). God never
wastes the blood of His saints. The persecution
that began with Stephen’s murder forced many
in the Church to flee Jerusalem and take the
Gospel to the furthest parts of the then-known
world. And a young man named Saul, who gave
his approval to the stoning of Stephen (Acts
8:1), was so moved by Stephen’s death that he
never forgot it. Although Saul would become
the greatest persecutor of the early Church,
Stephens death would always remain in his
mind. There is little doubt that the Holy Spirit
used Stephen’s message and glorious death to
prepare Saul for his meeting with the risen
Lord on the Damascus Road (Acts 9). Saul, later
called Paul, would become the single greatest
evangelist the world has ever known.

Stories of martyrdom are continually written
today with tales of others who are called to lay
down their lives for Jesus’ sake.

Search the Scriptures

1. What physical response did the Jews make
that demonstrated their passionate anger with
Stephen (Acts 7:54)?

2. How does Luke describe the final moments
of Stephenss life (v. 60)?

Discuss the Meaning

1. After studying the life of Stephen, how do
you view the responsibilities of deacons and
whether their duties begin and end with the
business of the local church?

2. How much responsibility do deacons
have to the community they serve and to
unbelievers? What might be some examples of
these responsibilities?
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Liberating Lesson

Stephen is recorded as the first person to give
his life to spread the Gospel. He was known as
an outspoken leader and a man of great faith. He
refused to compromise his beliefs and virtually
spoke his own death sentence. In today’s society,
every day we are faced with issues that may
compromise our Christian beliefs. The challenge
for many Christians lies in whether we are
willing to suffer persecution despite what others
may think. Are we willing to stand on God’s
Word when it is not popular? Like Stephen,
we as Christians must decide that regardless of
what Satan brings against us, we will tenaciously
stand on the Word of God.

Application for Activation

Stephen was willing to die for the cause of
Christ. Maybe God has not called you to make
this kind of sacrifice, but Christianity does
require something from all of us. Look for
ways to make sacrifices to God for the sake of
the Gospel. This sacrifice can be time, money,
or whatever you choose. Prepare to share your
experiences next week.
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Follow the Spirit
What God wants me to do:

Remember Your Thoughts
Special insights I have learned:
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Say It Correctly

Disposition. dis-puh-ZISH-un.
Uncircumcised. un-SUR-kuhm-sized.

Daily Bible Readings

MONDAY
Equipped to Speak Boldly
(Ephesians 6:13-20)

TUESDAY
The Promised Fulfillment Draws Near
(Acts 7:17-22)

WEDNESDAY
I Have Come to Rescue Them
(Acts 7:30-34)

THURSDAY
The Rejection of Moses
(Acts 7:35-39)

FRIDAY
The Rejection of God
(Acts 7:39-43)

SATURDAY
The Inadequacy of the Temple
(Acts 7:44-50)

SUNDAY
You Are the Ones
(Acts 7:51-8:1a)

Notes




