
Adult School of Ministry 
 

Lesson for Sunday, July 3, 2022 (Lesson #5)  

 

Increasing Ministry and Stephen’s Martyrdom:  The Gospel is the power 

of God for salvation.                                    

 
Scriptures:  Acts 6:1-15; 7:1-2, 51-60.                    

 

The Lesson Overview:  This lesson is about the increasing ministry of the early church in 

Jerusalem, and the growing tension between the Jewish religious leaders in Jerusalem and the 

believers in Jesus as the Messiah.  It was almost inevitable that some would be killed for their 

faith in Jesus.  Already, the Apostles had been beaten and threatened with death, but the first 

Christian martyr was not an Apostle, but a Christian layman named Stephen.  After being 

chosen by the church as one of the first seven deacons, he conducted a powerful, persuasive 

ministry of teaching the Gospel.  For this, Stephen’s opponents were so infuriated, they 

became a violent mob and stoned him to death.   

 

Historical Background:  Luke, the author of the Gospel by his name, and the Acts of the 

Apostles, devoted the first seven chapters of Acts, (as we have divided his work,) to events in 

the first year of the life of the early church at Jerusalem.  Every event in the life of the early 

church at Jerusalem, from the ascension of Jesus to the death of Stephen, occurred in AD 30.  

It is likely that Stephen’s death was several months after Jesus’ death and resurrection.  The 

events in that first year of the life of the early church in Jerusalem were foundational to the 

entire future of the Church, which, counting from the Day of Pentecost (AD 30), will be two-

thousand years, come Pentecost 2030.   

 

Lesson Outline: 

1. Serving A Multiplying Church: Acts 6:1-7. 

A. Responding to a Need, vv. 1-5. 

B. The Word of God Increased, vv. 6-7. 

2. Powerful Ministry and Teaching Opposed: Acts 6:8-15. 

A. Holy Spirit-Empowered Teacher, vv. 8-10. 

B. Opposed and Falsely Accused, vv. 11-15. 

3. The First Christian Martyr: Acts 7:1-2, 51-60. 

A. Truth Boldly Proclaimed, vv. 1-2, 51-53. 

B. Martyred for Christ, vv. 54-60. 

 

 



Discussing the Lesson: 

1. Serving A Multiplying Church: Acts 6:1-7. 

A. Responding to a Need, vv. 1-5. 

1) Because the early church at Jerusalem had adopted the practice of sharing 

their provisions ‘as every man had need” Acts, 2:45, the poor and elderly 

widows in their fellowship received a daily ration of food from the 

church.   

2) The Hellenistic Jews, who spoke Greek and were heavily influenced by 

Greek culture, complained that the Judean Jews (the Hebrews) were 

neglecting the Hellenistic widows in the daily distributions of food, v. 1. 

3) Nothing is said about whether this neglect was intentional or motivated by 

partiality toward the Hebrew widows.   

4) The Apostles responded quickly to this potentially divisive problem in the 

church.  They called on the church to select seven men from their midst to 

work in the daily distribution of food to the widows.   

5) This was a corporeal work of mercy, in that it was a ministry to physical 

needs, but it was also a spiritual work, requiring men who were honest 

and full of the Holy Spirit, vv. 2-3. 

6) By placing these seven men over the work of the daily distribution of food 

to the widows, the Apostles kept themselves free to give themselves 

“continually to prayer, and to the ministry of the word”, v. 14. 

7) The proposal made by the Apostles was pleasing to the church, and seven 

men were chosen, whom they deemed to be honest, and filled with the 

Holy Spirit and wisdom, to distribute food to the widows.   

8) The idea that these seven men were the first seven deacons of the church 

comes from the use of the Greek word diakonia for “ministration” at the 

end of versa one, describing the work of those distributing food to the 

widows.   

9) They were servants or ministers; that is, deacons, in the church.  Decades 

later (AD 63), the office of the deacon in the church, and the 

qualifications to become a deacon, were clearly defined, 1 Timothy 3:8-

13. 

10) Stephen is the first names in the list of the seven chosen by the 

church in Jerusalem to attend to the daily distribution of food to widows, 

v. 5.  Many believe that, from to widows, v. 5.  Many believe that from 

the names given for these seven deacons, all were Hellenistic (Greek) 

Jews, so chosen because the neglected widows were Hellenistic Jews.  

B. The Word of God Increased, vv. 6-7. 

1) After the seven deacons were chosen by the church, they were brought to 

the Apostles, who laid hands on them, and prayed for them, ordaining 

them to the ministry (the work) for which they had been chosen, v. 6. 



Thus, they were fully accepted and authorized by the church and the 

Apostles to do the work for which they had been ordained.   

2) The ordination of the seven deacons freed the Apostles to give their 

attention to prayer and the ministry of the word, v. 4.  The result was, the 

effect of the Gospel increased and large numbers of people, including 

many of the Jewish priests, became believers in Jesus as the Messiah. 

3) It was wise of the Apostles not to neglect the preaching and teaching of 

the Gospel to become occupied with serving tables, v. 2.  The Apostles 

gave themselves to their divine calling, while the deacons also gave 

themselves to their divine calling.   

4) There is much work to be done in and by the church, and God has called, 

equipped, and empowered by His Holy Spirit various individuals to do 

various ministries.   

5) All Christians ministry to people in need, whether their needs be spiritual 

or material, is spiritual work, and therefore requires God-given spiritual 

qualifications and abilities.   

6) Always, the most important qualifications for doing Christian ministry 

are: solid commitment to Jesus Christ as one’s Savior and Lord; Chrislike 

character and behavior; and empowerment for service by the Holy Spirit.  

For the well-bring of the church and those served by the church, 

individuals doing various Christian ministries must have these 

qualifications.   

2. Powerful Ministry and Teaching Opposed: Acts 6:8-15. 

A. Holy Spirit-Empowered Teacher, vv. 6:8-10. 

1) In addition to ministering to the material needs of the poor, Stephen was 

also used mightily of God in the performance of miracles, and in highly 

persuasive teaching of the Gospel.   

2) Stephen was full of faith, v. 5, and also full of grace and power, v. 8.  

These fullnesses from God were manifested in the ‘great wonders and 

miracles” Stephen did, v. 8, and in the irresistible “wisdom and the spirit 

by which he spake”, v. 10. 

3) The teaching of Stephen was so persuasive that various groups of Jewish 

scholars in Jerusalem disputed with him, v. 9.  It appears that each of 

these groups had their own synagogue in Jerusalem. While Christians 

usually think of a synagogue as a Jewish house of worship, and it is, its 

primary purpose has always been for the reading and explanation of 

Scripture, and for debating religious and civil issues.   

4) The Libertines, v. 9, were descendants of Jews who were deported to 

Rome in 63 BC by the Roman General Pompey.  Later, these hews were 

granted their freedom, repatriated to Judea, and built a synagogue for 

themselves in Jerusalem.   



5) The Cyrenians, v. 9, were Jews from Cyrene, the chief city of North 

Africa.  The Alexandrians, v. 9, were from the area known as Asia Minor, 

now the country of Turkey.  All of these Jewish scholars sought to 

disprove the teaching of Stephen about Jesus, but could not.   

6) While the great wonders and miracles done by Stephen helped him to 

convince people to believe the Gospel, the Jewish scholars were more 

disturbed by the content and persuasiveness of his teaching, than by his 

miracles.   

7) Their knowledge of Scripture, and their arguments, were no match for 

Stephen’s Holy Spirit-anointed teaching.  When the Gospel is taught, 

accompanied by the convincing power of the Holy Spirit, it is persuasive 

because it has the power and authority of the Word of God.   

B. Opposed and Falsely Accused, vv. 11-15. 

1) Being unable to disprove Stephen’s teaching, his opponents plotted to 

destroy him.  They paid unscrupulous men to give false testimony against 

Stephen, that he had spoken blasphemous words against Moses, and then 

recited to the Jewish religious leaders in Jerusalem.   

2) Then, the false accusers, and others who had joined them, seized Stephen 

and brought him to the Sanhedrin Council in Jerusalem, to be judged by 

this highest court of the Jews, v. 12.   

3) Before the Council, false witnesses charged Stephen with blasphemy 

against the Temple and the law of Moses, vv. 13-14.  Under the law of 

Moses, the blasphemy with which Stephen was falsely accused was 

punishable by death by stoning.   

4) However, while Stephen was being subjected to the verbal abuse of these 

terrible lies against him, all who sat in the Council, “saw his face as it had 

been the face of an angel”, v. 15.  The Holy Spirit in Stephen was 

manifested through his countenance.   

5) Jesus said to His disciples, “if the world hate you, you know that it hated 

Me before it hated you….Because you are not of the world, but I have 

chosen you out of the world, therefore the world hates you”, John 15:18-

19. 

6) We know “the world” is the unbelieving, sinful world of people who 

profess no faith in God or Christ.  What we also know, of should know, is 

that “the world” is, sometimes, religious people who do not know God or 

Christ, and are, therefore, opposed to people who do know and serve 

Christ as their Savior and Lord.   

7) The religious people who falsely accused Stephen to destroy him, were 

very worldly-minded people, devoid of God’s love.   

3. The First Christian Martyr: Acts 7:1-2, 51-60. 

A. Truth Boldly Proclaimed, vv. 1-2, 51-53. 



1) When the presiding judge of the Council, the high priest of the Jews, 

asked Stephen if the testimony against him was true, v. 1, Stephen began 

his lengthy reply to the false charges against him by addressing the 

Council respectfully, as “Men, brethren, and fathers”, v. 2.   

2) Stephen’s answer, which began in verse 2 and runs through verse 53, was 

a recital of Jewish history, beginning with Abraham, whom the Jews 

regard as “the first Jew,” and concluding with the coming of Jesus the 

Messiah and His death on the cross, v. 52.   

3) Stephen’s knowledge of the Scriptures, and the personal faith and 

conviction with which he spoke, testified that the charges against him 

were false.   

4) As did all the preachers and teachers in the early church, Stephen taught 

the Gospel of Jesus Christ from the Old Testament.  As the conclusion of 

his answer to the Council, Stephen sternly rebuked the Council for 

resisting the Spirit of God and rejecting the truth about Jesus being the 

Messiah.   

5) He said their predecessors had persecuted and killed the prophets of the 

Lord, and now they had persecuted and killed God’s Messiah, who was 

Jesus.   

6) Finally, Stephen said those who were sitting to judge him by the law of 

Moses, refused to live by that law.  The boldness, intelligence, and 

articulation with which Stephen defended the Gospel in the face of his 

enemies was a miracle.   

7) Stephen had the fullness of the grace and Spirit of God when needed, and 

the same can be true for us.  God provides for us, His grace and Spirit as 

needed.  

B. Martyred for Christ, vv. 54-60. 

1) The Council members were so infuriated by Stephen’s rebuke, v. 51, by 

his charge they had betrayed and murdered the Messiah, v. 52, and that 

they did not obey the law of Moses, v. 53, they gnashed their teeth with 

rage against him, v. 54.   

2) Surrounded by this hateful mob, Stephen knew his death was near, but he 

found strength in looking to Jesus.  Holy Spirit-filled, he looked “into 

heaven”, v. 55, saw God’s glory, and saw Jesus standing at God’s right 

hand.   

3) The mob suddenly rushed toward Stephen, assaulted him, carried him 

outside the city wall, and began stoning him, vv. 57-58.  Luke notes that 

those stoning Stephen laid their robes and outer garments at the feet of a 

young man named Saul (who later became the Apostle Paul).   

4) While being stoned to death, Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my 

spirit, v. 59, thus testifying to his enemies that Jesus is alive.  Finally, 



Stephen knelt and prayed that God would forgive those who were stoning 

him.  After this, he died, peacefully, becoming the first Christian martyr. 

5) While being stoned to death, a very cruel way to die, Stephen was looking 

to Jesus, and seeing Jesus, the violence of the furious mob murdering him 

became mere background noise.   

6) The writer of the Book of Hebrews counseled persecuted Christians to 

look to Jesus, “the author and finisher of our faith”, 12:2.  We see in 

Stephen’s example, that the most effective thing we can do when 

suffering for Christ is to keep our attention focused on Christ.   

7) He is the object of our faith, and if we keep our attention on Him, He can 

keep us faithful to Himself.   

 

Call to Discipleship:  A Christian martyr is one who literally dies for his or her faith in 

Christ.  For us to be living witnesses of Christ, it is necessary that we die daily to sin and 

selfishness, and submit ourselves and our living to His Lordship.   

 

Ministry in Action:  Because the persecution of Christians may not be conspicuous where we 

live, we may fail to realize there are follow Christians whom we may know, who are 

suffering for their faith in Christ.  If you know of such a fellow believer, pray for and 

encourage that believer.  

 

 

 
 


