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THE GROWTH OF THE CHURCH

The Apostles continue to expand Jesus’ mission.
The people in the new church share everything they have with each other.
People sell their houses and land, and give the money to the apostles, who distribute it
to anyone who has need.

e The church grows exponentially, beyond the apostles’ ability to manage the tasks of
caring for the people of the church.
New leaders are needed to handle these tasks, so the apostles can focus on teaching.
Seven men full of the Spirit and wisdom are chosen.
The apostles pray and lay hands on them, commissioning them to do their work. One of
the seven men is Stephen.

ACCUSATIONS AGAINST STEPHEN

“Now Stephen, a man full of God’s grace and power, performed great wonders and signs among
the people. Opposition arose, however, from members of the Synagogue of the Freedmen (as it
was called)—Jews of Cyrene and Alexandria as well as the provinces of Cilicia and Asia—who
began to argue with Stephen. But they could not stand up against the wisdom the Spirit gave
him as he spoke.” Acts 6:8-10

“Then they secretly persuaded some men to say, ‘We have heard Stephen speak blasphemous
words against Moses and against God.’

So they stirred up the people and the elders and the teachers of the law. They seized Stephen
and brought him before the Sanhedrin. They produced false witnesses, who testified, ‘This
fellow never stops speaking against this holy place [the temple] and against the law. For we
have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place [the temple] and change

the customs Moses handed down to us.”” Acts 6:11-14

This echoes the false accusation made against Jesus about the temple — that Jesus claimed he
could tear down the physical temple in Jerusalem and then rebuild it in three days. However,
they twisted Jesus’ actual words (more on this below). Also, the people were talking about the
temple in Jerusalem, but Jesus was talking about his body. (John 2:13-21)

“All who were sitting in the Sanhedrin looked intently at Stephen, and they saw that his face was
like the face of an angel.
Then the high priest asked Stephen, ‘Are these charges true?’”” Acts 6:15-7:1



CONTEXT ON THE TEMPLE — JESUS CLEARS THE TEMPLE COURTS, JOHN 2:13-21

“When it was almost time for the Jewish Passover, Jesus went up to Jerusalem. In the temple
courts he found people selling cattle, sheep and doves, and others sitting at tables exchanging
money. So he made a whip out of cords, and drove all from the temple courts, both sheep and
cattle; he scattered the coins of the money changers and overturned their tables. To those who
sold doves he said, ‘Get these out of here! Stop turning my Father’s house into a market!” His
disciples remembered that it is written: ‘Zeal for your house will consume me.” The Jews then
responded to him, ‘What sign can you show us to prove your authority to do all this?’ Jesus
answered them, ‘Destroy this temple, and | will raise it again in three days.” They replied, ‘It has
taken forty-six years to build this temple, and you are going to raise it in three days?’ But the
temple he had spoken of was his body. After he was raised from the dead, his disciples recalled
what he had said. Then they believed the scripture and the words that Jesus had spoken.” John
2:13-22

The temple is a place to meet and worship God.

The accusers were talking about the physical temple in Jerusalem, but the temple Jesus spoke
of was his body. (John 2:21)

In the Old Testament, the Tabernacle was a temporary, portable temple and place of worship
that the Israelites built according to God'’s specifications while wandering the desert, and it was
used until King Solomon built the temple in Jerusalem. “Tabernacle” means “dwelling place”; it
was a place for God to dwell among his people. “Then have them make a sanctuary for me, and
| will dwell among them.” Exodus 25:8. Only a priest selected once a year could enter God'’s
presence in the Holy of Holies.

In the New Testament, Christ came and gave us a New Covenant: “For this reason Christ is the
mediator of a new covenant, that those who are called may receive the promised eternal
inheritance—now that he has died as a ransom to set them free from the sins committed under
the first covenant.” Hebrews 9:15. With the New Covenant, we can all meet God directly through
Jesus Christ.

STEPHEN’S RESPONSE
Stephen’s response isn’t designed to get himself out of trouble. Instead, he gives perspective.

The Temple: God cannot be contained in a single building. He is greater than that! He
references the Old Testament, Isaiah 66:1-2 and says
“[T]he Most High does not live in houses made by human hands. As the prophet says:
‘Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool.
What kind of house will you build for me? says the Lord.
Or where will my resting place be?
Has not my hand made all these things?’” Acts 7:48-50




Their Ancestors: Their ancestors rejected the people God sent to them in His efforts to
commune with them. He goes into great historical detail, starting with Abraham, and moving
through his line of descendants. When he gets to Moses and the history of the tabernacle, he
notes that although God sent Moses to lead the people of Israel out of slavery in Egypt and
performed many miracles, wonders and signs through him, the people rejected Moses and
forgot about God — and created an idol and worshiped it instead of God!

Stephen then tells them they are just like their ancestors:

“You stiff-necked people! ... You are just like your ancestors: You always resist the Holy Spirit!
Was there ever a prophet your ancestors did not persecute? They even killed those who
predicted the coming of the Righteous One. And now you have betrayed and murdered him —
you who have received the law that was given through angels but have not obeyed it.” Acts
7:51-53

“When the members of the Sanhedrin heard this, they were furious and gnashed their teeth at
him. But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and
Jesus standing at the right hand of God. ‘Look,” he said, ‘| see heaven open and the Son of Man
standing at the right hand of God.’ At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their
voices, they all rushed at him, dragged him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile,
the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man named Saul. While they were stoning
him, Stephen prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” Then he fell on his knees and cried out,
‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” When he had said this, he fell asleep.” Acts 7:54-60

“And Saul approved of their killing him. On that day a great persecution broke out against the
church in Jerusalem, and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and

Samaria.” Acts 8:1

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What criteria did the apostles give for those chosen to serve in Acts 67 What does this
say about the heart of God and the qualities he looks for in people who serve others?
Why are these qualities important?

2. How is Stephen described throughout this reading?

3. What did Stephen emphasize in his speech to the council?

4. Why was Stephen’s retelling of Abraham, Moses, and Israel’s story important to what he
was saying to the religious leaders?

5. Stephen said, “You are always opposing the Holy Spirit, just like your forefathers!” Acts
7:51. How were they following the patterns of their ancestors? Why was that a problem?

6. What happened to Stephen when he was persecuted and martyred? What does this tell
us about the heart of God?



