
SEV E N M AGN I FICEN T COW B OYS
The Magnificent Seven (1960) is a movie about seven cowboys who band 
together to rescue a poor village oppressed by a gang of thieves who 
steal their food. Though several of the seven lose their lives, they finally 
win the day with their guns and courage, and the village is free and well 
fed again.

The Book of Acts tells a similar story of seven men whose job it is to 
help some poor widows who are hungry because of being neglected. The 
group uses not guns but wisdom to make sure the needy ones get fed. 
Two of these workers go on to more magnificent deeds and one even 
loses his life. Meanwhile many are helped, and the seven earn a lasting 
name for themselves alongside the twelve apostles. In this lesson we 
meet the seven and focus on the one who becomes a magnificent martyr.

N EGLECT E D W I D OWS A N D N EGLECT ED PR IOR I T I ES 
acts 6:1–2
Luke reports that the Gospel message took hold, and “the disciples were 
increasing in number” (v. 1). With growth in numbers came the challenge 
of caring for the widows of the men who moved to Jerusalem in their 
final years to die in the holy city. The challenge had an additional layer. 
There were “Hellenist” (Greek-speaking) widows and “Hebrew” widows, 
and the Hellenists complained that their widows were being neglected in 
the daily distribution of food.

The Magnificent Seven

SOLUTION? SEVEN MAGNIF ICENT DEACONS  
ACTS 6 :3–7 43
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Hellenism (Greek culture) had arrived more 
than 300 years earlier with the conquests of 
Alexander the Great (356–323 BC). Many Jews 
were bilingual, speaking Greek as well as their 
native Aramaic (a variant of Hebrew). This was 
due in part to the return to Jerusalem of those 
Jews scattered around the Mediterranean in 
the Diaspora. The appearance of “Jews…from 
every nation under heaven” on Pentecost (2:5) is 
evidence of that.

Before the Church adopted the practice, 
Jewish synagogues had developed a system 
for distributing food to the poor. According to 
William Barclay, there was a weekly distribution 
that provided seven days’ worth of food for the 
local poor (the kuppah) and a daily distribution 
for strangers who happened by (the tamhui). 
Collectors from the synagogue went to markets 
and to homes to gather such offerings. The early 
Christians seem to have taken up this custom.

What appeared initially to be a logistical problem 
raised two additional serious concerns for the 
apostles. The first was the increasing neglect of 
their priorities. “It is not right that we should give 
up preaching the word of God to serve on tables” 
(v. 2). Present-day pastors can testify to how 
hard it is to set aside time for prayer and study 
when administrative tasks (preparing bulletins, 
setting up a classroom, corresponding, organizing 
agendas for meetings, and more) demand 
attention. A second concern was the threat to the 
Church’s unity that a “Hellenist versus Hebrew” 
quarrel posed. What was to be done?

SOLU T ION ? SEV EN 
M AGN I FICEN T DE ACONS 
acts 6:3–7
The apostles took action to resolve the issue. 
They met with the whole body of disciples (Luke 
uses this word 23 times to identify the Church) 
and proposed a solution: “pick out from among 
you seven men…whom we will appoint to this 

duty [food distribution]” (v. 3). After proposing the 
solution, the apostles turned over the actual task 
of choosing the seven to the Church.

The job requirements are noteworthy. The seven 
were to be a) men, b) having “good repute,” c) 
“full of the Spirit,” and d) wise (v. 3). As with 
similar lists of requirements for overseers 
(bishops) and deacons in 1 Tim. 3 and elders 
and overseers in Titus 1, experience on the 
job and special training are not required. Good 
character and spiritual maturity are. The body of 
believers make their choices and, in short order, 
the apostles pray and “lay hands” on them, an 
action that was understood not only to authorize 
but to empower and bless the one appointed (cf. 
Gen. 48:12–20, Num. 27:18–23 and Acts 8:18 
and 13:3).

This story reminds us of another story of a “food 
problem” solved by appointing helpers. When the 
Israelites in the wilderness complained to Moses 
about the dreariness of eating manna seven 
days a week, Moses complained to God that the 
burden of leadership was “too heavy for me” 
(Num. 11:14). God’s solution was to have Moses 
appoint seventy (a multiple of seven!) elders to 
help and, though Pentecost was still centuries 
away, God “took some of the Spirit that was on 
[Moses] and put it on the seventy elders” (v. 25).

The seven appointed here in Acts all bear Greek 
names — Stephen, Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, 
Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolaus, the last man 
further identified as a (Gentile) “proselyte of 
Antioch” (v. 5). Though many Jews in those 
days had Greek as well as Hebrew names, the 
fact that the Greek names are used is a strong 
indication that the concerns of the Hellenists 
had been heard and would be taken care of. 
Interestingly, though we identify these seven 
as “deacons,” they are nowhere explicitly 
called “deacons” in this passage. The title is 
apt, however, because the Greek root word 
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diakonia is used in v. 1 (“distribution”) and 
v. 4 (“ministry”), and the verb form diakonein 
appears in v. 2 (“serve”).

The appointment of the seven men at first 
seems a minor matter. Why does it get such 
major attention? Likely because it brought peace 
in a potentially divisive situation. Likely also 
because the apostles could once more attend to 
their priorities. In addition, the story introduces 
us to two men who will now play a larger role 
in the defense and spread of the Gospel — 
Stephen and Philip.

The section ends with the first of what Martin 
Franzmann identifies as six “summarizing 
statements” scattered through Acts (see 
also 9:31, 12:24, 16:5, 19:20, and 28:31). 
Franzmann suggests that these statements 
provide Luke’s own outline of the book, 
marking steps in the progress of the Word of 
God on its way from Jerusalem to Rome (The 
Word of the Lord Grows, p. 204). In this verse 
we learn that “a great many of the priests” 
joined the church. Robert Smith estimates that 
there were some 8,000 priests in Palestine at 
that time, so this is no small addition! Since 
the rank-and-file priests were not Sadducees 
(from whose ranks high priests were drawn), 
this may partially explain the “jealousy” that 
moved the Sadducees to oppose the Church.

ST E PH EN ’S GR ACE A N D P OW ER 
acts 6:8–15
Now begins what Richard Longenecker calls 
the “second panel” of Acts, focusing on 
three pivotal figures —Stephen (Chapters 
6–7), Philip (8), and Saul (9). Stephen comes 
first. Stephen is Spirit-filled in a way that 
equips him for much more than wise food 
distribution! Like the apostles, he works 

“great wonders and signs” (healings?) among 
the people (v. 8) and teaches or preaches with 
“wisdom and the Spirit” (v. 10). Like Peter and 
John had done, Stephen aroused opposition, 
this from one or more “synagogues” of Jews. 
We know little about the “synagogue of 
the Freedmen” (v. 9). Their name suggests 
that they had been captive for a time, then 
released by the Romans. The mention of 
Cyrenians and Alexandrians (from Africa) and 
“those from Cilicia and Asia” (from modern-
day Turkey) may be identifying the places of 
origin of those “freedmen,” or perhaps they 
were separate groups, but all were united in 
the opposition to Stephen’s message.

The charges they brought against Stephen are 
summarized as “blasphemous words” (Num. 
15:30 NIV applied this to anyone who spoke 
or sinned defiantly). More specifically, they 
say those words are “against Moses and God” 
(v. 11). This is further sharpened by “false 
witnesses” who accuse Stephen of speaking 
“against this holy place [the temple] and the 
law” (v. 13). They add that they have heard him 
“say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy 
this place and will change the customs that 
Moses delivered” (v. 14). It’s almost an instant 
replay of the false witnesses in Jesus’ trial 
who accused Him of saying he would destroy 
the temple and rebuild it in three days (Matt. 
26:61–66). It appears from the start that, 
as it was with Jesus’ trial, the intent of the 
Sanhedrin was murderous.

Luke probably got his information about 
Stephen’s trial, his “angelic” face, and his 
subsequent speech from Saul (Paul) who was 
there for the trial and execution of Stephen and 
much later had Luke as traveling companion.
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ISR A EL’S H ISTORY 
acts 7:1–53
One of the “Magnificent Seven” now gives a magnificent speech. At 52 verses it is 
the longest in the Book of Acts. It is a “Reader’s Digest” history of the Old Testament, 
focusing narrowly on Abraham, Joseph, and Moses. Stephen’s speech may sound 
rambling to us, but it is a pointed response to the charges made against him. As he 
speaks, Stephen addresses the three great pillars of Jewish piety before the destruction 
of Jerusalem — the land, the Law, and the temple.

He begins with Abraham, where Israel’s history begins. Why retrace ancient history? 
The Christian faith, Stephen asserts, is not a repudiation of our ancient faith, but a 
continuation of what God had been doing from the start. Paul will later make crystal clear 
the connections between Jesus, Abraham, and Moses as Stephen begins to do here.

Jewish piety, as noted, had focused on the land, the Law, and the temple. Yet, says 
Stephen, some of the greatest things God said and did took place outside this land and 
before the building of the temple! Abraham was in Mesopotamia. What’s more, he got 
“no inheritance” in the Promised Land, “not even a foot’s length” (v. 5 — for dramatic 
effect, Stephen overlooks Gen. 23:8–17)! Joseph’s great rescue from his brothers 
brought him to Egypt. There God fulfilled His promise to take a scattered few and make 
them a “great nation.” There also Moses enacted God’s mighty deliverance in the 
exodus. All of this took place outside the land. It’s as if he is reminding the listeners not 
to limit God’s sphere of operation, as they are trying to do with the Christian movement.

A second theme that runs through Stephen’s speech is the rejection and resistance that 
God’s great ones encountered. Joseph, he says, encountered the “jealousy” (take note, 
you Sadducees!) of his brothers, “the patriarchs” (v. 9), and a clear reminder that even 
Israel’s founding fathers went badly wrong (as you council members are doing now!). 
“But God was with him and rescued him” reminds us of the apostolic proclamation that 
Jesus too, rejected and killed by Israel, was rescued by God (pay attention, you leaders 
who killed Jesus!).

Stephen’s speech may sound rambling to us, but it is a pointed 
response to the charges made against him. As he speaks, 

Stephen addresses the three great pillars of Jewish piety before the 
destruction of Jerusalem — the land, the Law, and the temple.
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Moses likewise, though “mighty in words and 
deeds” (v. 22) and sent by God as a “redeemer” 
(v. 35), was resisted by his own people (vv. 
27 and 35 — “who made you a ruler and a 
judge?”). Have you not read, Stephen seems 
to say, the prophecy of Moses that “God will 
raise up for you a prophet like me from your 
brothers” (v. 37, quoting Deut. 18:15)? Who 
do you suppose that redeemer, that “prophet 
like Moses” is? Ah, the false witnesses already 
mentioned His name!

Stephen was charged with speaking against 
the temple and its customs (worship). As his 
speech draws to a close, he lays the groundwork 
for a closer look at worship — both idolatrous 
and genuine. He reminds the listeners that the 
people of Israel (“our fathers”) had a sorry 
history of idolatrous worship (vv. 40–41 — 
“make for us gods” and “they made a calf… and 
offered a sacrifice to the idol” in Ex. 32:1, 23). 
He quotes Amos 5:25–27, which accuses Israel 
of worshipping Moloch, the stars, and images in 
the desert. Finally he quotes Is. 66:1–2, a clear 
word from God that no “house” made by men 
can contain Him. “The Most High does not dwell 
in houses” (v. 48).

It is a passionate oration with, admittedly, some 
inexactitudes (for example in v. 2 — Abraham 
receives the promise before moving to Haran, 
though Gen. 11:31–12:1 suggests otherwise) 
and some approximations (v. 6 — “afflict them 
four hundred years,” though Ex. 12:40 says it 
was 430, and v. 14 — there were “seventy-
five persons” who moved to Egypt, though Ex. 
1:5 says “seventy”). In his Spirit-guided zeal, 
Stephen finally delivers a direct, blistering 
polemic against the members of the Sanhedrin. 
They are “stiff-necked” (cf. Ex. 33:5) and 
“uncircumcised in heart and ears” (cf. Jer. 
9:26), people who “always resist the Holy Spirit” 

(v. 51). The accused ends by accusing them of 
betrayal and murder of “the Righteous One” and 
failure to keep the Law “delivered by angels” (as 
Jewish tradition said happened at Sinai). Wow!

A M AGN I FICEN T M A RT Y R 
acts 7:54–60
Even at this distance in time, we can feel the 
heat of Stephen’s speech. Imagine how the 
Sanhedrin’s members squirmed! Luke tells us 
plainly the reaction to his speech: “they were 
enraged, and they ground their teeth at him” 
(v. 54). The Greek word for “witness” is martyr. 
Stephen has made his witness in words and now 
will do so with his blood.

It was a magnificent martyrdom because it 
was so very like that of Jesus Himself. The trial 
happened before the same group of leaders. 
Both men had to respond directly to the query 
of the high priest. Both were accused by false 
witnesses. Stephen says he sees “the heavens 
opened, and the Son of Man standing at the right 
hand of God” (v. 56, alluding to Dan. 7:13–14, 
as Jesus had done in Matt. 26:64), confirming 
Jesus’ claim as the “Son of Man” in Daniel’s 
vision and condemning the Sanhedrin’s unjust 
verdict. As he is being stoned, he prays for Jesus 
to “receive my spirit,” nearly the same petition 
Jesus had addressed to His Father (Luke 23:46), 
and further asks “Lord, do not hold this sin 
against them” as Jesus had done (Luke 23:34). 
The “Feast of Stephen” still recalls him as the 
Church’s first martyr.

We stand as witnesses to a magnificent 
martyrdom, the first of many to come. Even 
closer stood a young man upon whose memory 
this scene was emblazoned. That young man 
was Saul (v. 58). He himself would one day make 
the same confession of faith and join the “noble 
army of martyrs” with Stephen.
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
acts 8:1–40

Lord, I do not know what road I will take this week, this very day. I pray that I may stand 
ready, as did Philip, for whatever and whoever you put in my path. For Jesus’ sake. Amen.

Review
1. How many of the seven deacons can you recall? What was their job? How did Stephen go “above and 

beyond” that role?

2. Upon which Old Testament heroes of faith did Stephen focus and why?

3. List the similarities between the trial and death of Stephen and that of Jesus.

Acts 8:1–3
4. What signals that we are moving into a new section of the book (see 1:8)?

5. We have just read about the martyrdom of Stephen and recalled the death of Jesus. Can you think of any 
tragic deaths in our own time that have led to positive outcomes?

Acts 8:4–25
6. In v. 4 who is “preaching”? (Compare v. 1). Do you think we are doing this today? Why or why not?

7. How are Philip and Stephen connected? What is the significance of where Philip goes to proclaim Christ?

8. Describe Simon Magus before verse 23. What impresses him? Do you think the words of v. 24 describe a 
lasting change of heart?

9. If you are a long-time Christian, what evidence do you see in your life that you are still a “work in 
progress”?

10. This story has been called “The Samaritan Pentecost.” In what sequence are baptism and the Holy Spirit 
received?
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11. Why do you suppose the Apostles (Peter and John) have to come on the scene? What do they add to the 
work of Philip?

12. Can you recall a time when you found yourself jealous of the gifts/abilities of another Christian?

Acts 8:26–40
13. How much “planning” goes into this trip? What is the real impetus for it?

14. What do you learn about the man in the chariot? Why had he been visiting Jerusalem?

15. What can we learn from Philip’s approach to evangelism? What Bible “text” becomes the focus of his 
witness?

16. What Old Testament Scriptures would you use in sharing Jesus with another person?

17. When it comes to your grasp of the Bible, rate yourself:

 a) I can’t remember much of anything

 b) I’m content with what I learned in Sunday School

 c) Like the Ethiopian, I study hard but need someone to help me

 d) Like Philip, I know enough to share good things from it with others

18. What’s encouraging about this story when you think of trying to share your faith with other people?

Memory Challenge
Review what you have learned thus far.
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