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“THE FIRST MARTYR” (Acts 7:1-60) 

The devil has tried verbal intimidation (4:17) and beatings (5:40) from outside the Church to try 
to limit the spread of the Gospel. He has also attempted to sow hypocrisy (5:1-2) and division 
(6:1) inside the Church. Each time his attempts to limit the spread of the Gospel backfires. 
Indeed, we read that now, “And the word of God increased; and the number of the disciples multiplied in 
Jerusalem greatly…” (Acts 6:7) False religion is collapsing and the Church is marching triumphantly 
forward. In an act of desperation, the devil now lashes out by murdering the first NT Church 
member. He targets Stephen, who was “a man full of faith and of the Holy Ghost.” (Acts 6:5) Stephen 
had matured to be a mighty preacher of the Word of God. We are told his opponents, “were not 
able to resist the wisdom and the spirit by which he spake.” (Acts 6:10) 
 

 
 

Then said the high priest, Are these things so? (v1) 
 
Stephen was falsely accused by hired liars before the Sanhedrin (the term is based on two Greek 
words meaning, “seated together”). The Sanhedrin was the supreme court of Israel. It consisted 
of 71 members (High Priest plus 70 other leaders) and is also called “the elders of the people.” (Luke 
22:66). It was patterned after the seventy elders that God established through Moses in Numbers 
11:16. However, at this moment in history the Sanhedrin was under Roman authority and could 
not carry out capital punishment. When Jerusalem was destroyed in A.D. 70 the Sanhedrin 
ceased to exist. 
 Stephen had been falsely accused of speaking 4 types of blasphemy against the temple, 
the law, Moses and against God - the most sacred things in the mind of any Jew. The High Priest 
as the chairman of the court then asked Stephen to respond to the charges, “Then said the high 
priest, Are these things so?” Taking the Word of God, Stephen will carefully answer these 
accusations before the Sanhedrin. He will establish that he knows the history of his nation 
pertaining to the Patriarchs, Moses, the Law, the Temple, and the Prophets. Stephen will make it 
clear that he fully endorses this history and the God of Israel. Like all good preachers, he will 
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finish off at the Cross. In his summary of the history of Israel Stephen will reveal Israel’s 
consistently stubborn refusal of God’s witness, culminating in their rejection of His Son.  
 
And he said, Men, brethren, and fathers, hearken; The God of glory appeared unto our father Abraham, when 
he was in Mesopotamia, before he dwelt in Charran, And said unto him, Get thee out of thy country, and from 

thy kindred, and come into the land which I shall shew thee. (v2-3) 
 
Stephen is polite in acknowledging their collective Jewish ancestry by addressing them as, “Men, 
brethren, and fathers.” There is no virtue in being rude to those in authority. Stephen is respectful 
of these men. We must always be orthodox but not use unorthodox methods to defend God’s 
Word. He makes it clear from the start that he is unashamedly a true Israelite and a believer in 
the God of their Fathers, “The God of glory appeared unto our father Abraham.” We can imagine that 
this point was especially powerful with Stephen’s face glowing in glory.  
 

Then came he out of the land of the Chaldaeans, and dwelt in Charran: and from thence, when his father was 
dead, he removed him into this land, wherein ye now dwell. And he gave him none inheritance in it, no, not so 

much as to set his foot on: yet he promised that he would give it to him for a possession, and to his seed after him, 
when as yet he had no child. And God spake on this wise, That his seed should sojourn in a strange land; and 

that they should bring them into bondage, and entreat them evil four hundred years. And the nation to whom they 
shall be in bondage will I judge, said God: and after that shall they come forth, and serve me in this place. And he 

gave him the covenant of circumcision: and so Abraham begat Isaac, and circumcised him the eighth day; and 
Isaac begat Jacob; and Jacob begat the twelve patriarchs. And the patriarchs, moved with envy, sold Joseph into 
Egypt: but God was with him, And delivered him out of all his afflictions, and gave him favour and wisdom in 
the sight of Pharaoh king of Egypt; and he made him governor over Egypt and all his house. Now there came a 
dearth over all the land of Egypt and Chanaan, and great affliction: and our fathers found no sustenance. But 
when Jacob heard that there was corn in Egypt, he sent out our fathers first. And at the second time Joseph was 

made known to his brethren; and Joseph's kindred was made known unto Pharaoh. Then sent Joseph, and called 
his father Jacob to him, and all his kindred, threescore and fifteen souls. So Jacob went down into Egypt, and 

died, he, and our fathers, And were carried over into Sychem, and laid in the sepulchre that Abraham bought for 
a sum of money of the sons of Emmor the father of Sychem. (v4-16) 

 
Stephen then recounts the history of God’s dealings with Israel through Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, 
and Jacob’s 12 sons. This makes clear that Stephen is fully orthodox in his historical and 
theological understanding of the ways of Jehovah with His covenant people. 
 
But when the time of the promise drew nigh, which God had sworn to Abraham, the people grew and multiplied 
in Egypt, Till another king arose, which knew not Joseph. The same dealt subtilly with our kindred, and evil 

entreated our fathers, so that they cast out their young children, to the end they might not live. In which time Moses 
was born, and was exceeding fair, and nourished up in his father's house three months: And when he was cast out, 
Pharaoh's daughter took him up, and nourished him for her own son. And Moses was learned in all the wisdom 
of the Egyptians, and was mighty in words and in deeds. And when he was full forty years old, it came into his 

heart to visit his brethren the children of Israel. And seeing one of them suffer wrong, he defended him, and 
avenged him that was oppressed, and smote the Egyptian: For he supposed his brethren would have understood 

how that God by his hand would deliver them: but they understood not. And the next day he shewed himself unto 
them as they strove, and would have set them at one again, saying, Sirs, ye are brethren; why do ye wrong one to 
another? But he that did his neighbour wrong thrust him away, saying, Who made thee a ruler and a judge over 



For 1 July 2018                                                                               Cornerstone Church Bible Class  
                                         

  

www.oldfaith.wordpress.com 3 

us?  Wilt thou kill me, as thou diddest the Egyptian yesterday? Then fled Moses at this saying, and was a 
stranger in the land of Madian, where he begat two sons. And when forty years were expired, there appeared to 
him in the wilderness of mount Sina an angel of the Lord in a flame of fire in a bush.  When Moses saw it, he 
wondered at the sight: and as he drew near to behold it, the voice of the Lord came unto him,  Saying, I am the 
God of thy fathers, the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. Then Moses trembled, 

and durst not behold. Then said the Lord to him, Put off thy shoes from thy feet: for the place where thou standest 
is holy ground.  I have seen, I have seen the affliction of my people which is in Egypt, and I have heard their 

groaning, and am come down to deliver them. And now come, I will send thee into Egypt. This Moses whom they 
refused, saying, Who made thee a ruler and a judge? the same did God send to be a ruler and a deliverer by the 

hand of the angel which appeared to him in the bush. He brought them out, after that he had shewed wonders and 
signs in the land of Egypt, and in the Red sea, and in the wilderness forty years. This is that Moses, which said 
unto the children of Israel, A prophet shall the Lord your God raise up unto you of your brethren, like unto me; 
him shall ye hear. This is he, that was in the church in the wilderness with the angel which spake to him in the 

mount Sina, and with our fathers: who received the lively oracles to give unto us: (v17-38) 
 
Stephen then moves to the times of Moses. He recounts how God had never forsaken His 
people, but raised up a deliverer for them even though they initially rejected him, “This Moses 
whom they refused, saying, Who made thee a ruler and a judge? the same did God send to be a ruler and a 
deliverer by the hand of the angel which appeared to him in the bush.” So Stephen makes clear that 
although the Jews were not always faithful in every age, the Lord was always faithful.  

Stephen cleverly brings in a prophecy of the Lord Jesus Christ spoken through Moses, 
“This is that Moses, which said unto the children of Israel, A prophet shall the Lord your God raise up unto you 
of your brethren, like unto me; him shall ye hear.” (cf. Deut. 18:15-18; John 1:21) He will apply this 
prophecy to Christ at the end when Stephen indicts them for rejecting the prophesied Messiah. 
John MacArthur notes,  

 
“…if they looked at the facts they’d see that Christ paralleled Moses in every way. You 
see? That's the point. They knew all the facts. For example, Moses was a deliverer from 
among his own people, a Jew. So was Jesus Christ. Moses came down from a palace to 
release men in bondage. He condescended. So did Jesus Christ. Moses offered himself to 
Israel and was rejected and then went and raised up seed among the Gentiles. Now you 
know why verse 29 is in there. So did Jesus, didn't he? Rejected by Israel, he turned and 
raised up seed in the church, the Gentiles. Moses was rejected the first time but accepted 
the second time, and so will be Jesus Christ. Moses was a great redeemer. So was Jesus 
Christ. Moses leads people out of bondage. So does Jesus Christ. You can talk about 
Moses as a type of Christ over and over and over. Moses is even a shepherd. So is Jesus 
Christ. So Moses said, “You look, and when you see one like me, you listen to him. He’s 
your Messiah.” And they had looked, and they had not seen. And Jesus said of 
them, “You are blind leaders of the blind.” They couldn’t see anything. Blind. So the 
history of Moses is the foreshadowing of the history of Christ.” 

 
To whom our fathers would not obey, but thrust him from them, and in their hearts turned back again into 

Egypt,  Saying unto Aaron, Make us gods to go before us: for as for this Moses, which brought us out of the land 
of Egypt, we wot not what is become of him.  And they made a calf in those days, and offered sacrifice unto the 
idol, and rejoiced in the works of their own hands. Then God turned, and gave them up to worship the host of 
heaven; as it is written in the book of the prophets, O ye house of Israel, have ye offered to me slain beasts and 
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sacrifices by the space of forty years in the wilderness? Yea, ye took up the tabernacle of Moloch, and the star of 
your god Remphan, figures which ye made to worship them: and I will carry you away beyond Babylon. (v39-43) 

 
Stephen highlights in his historical review that the perennial sin for Israel was their disobedience 
to the Will of God. They even went as far as to worship idols. Their history was not one of 
unblemished obedience to God. It was one that resulted in God’s punishment, “Then God turned, 
and gave them up to worship the host of heaven.”  
 

 
 
The proud Sanhedrin members boasted in their Jewish lineage but Stephen takes the Word of 
God here and demonstrates that it is not a history that they can rely on to guarantee that their 
lineage will bring them to heaven. In fact, it is a history permeated with continual acts of 
rebellion against God’s law and God’s prophets. They rejected Joseph, Moses, and the Prophets. 
They rejected God and they rejected God’s law. The Sanhedrin were so proud of their history 
and were trusting in their history and rituals to earn favour with God but Stephen has now 
turned the tables on them. 
 

Our fathers had the tabernacle of witness in the wilderness, as he had appointed, speaking unto Moses, that he 
should make it according to the fashion that he had seen.  Which also our fathers that came after brought in with 

Jesus into the possession of the Gentiles, whom God drave out before the face of our fathers, unto the days of 
David; Who found favour before God, and desired to find a tabernacle for the God of Jacob. But Solomon built 
him an house. Howbeit the most High dwelleth not in temples made with hands; as saith the prophet, 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? (v44-50) 

 
Stephen in this next section of his sermon establishes that he understands that the tabernacle and 
later the temple was fully part of Israelite history. However, he is going to make a point to them 
from the Scripture that trusting in a building was never meant to be the path to righteousness. 
For many times, they didn’t have one in their history. Indeed, there were times that God 
ordained that the temple was destroyed. Stephen takes a quotation from Solomon and Isaiah to 
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prove his point, “Howbeit the most High dwelleth not in temples made with hands; as saith the prophet, 
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?” 
 

But will God indeed dwell on the earth? behold, the heaven and heaven of 
heavens cannot contain thee; how much less this house that I have builded? (1 
Kings 8:27) 
 
Thus saith the LORD, The heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool: 
where is the house that ye build unto me? and where is the place of my rest? For 
all those things hath mine hand made, and all those things have been, saith 
the LORD: (Isaiah 66:1-2a) 
 

The Sanhedrin’s pride and obsession with the temple was unscriptural and foolish. Bricks and 
mortar cannot save you. Indeed, the temple the Sanhedrin occupied wasn’t even the one that 
Solomon built, as the Lord had allowed it to be destroyed by the Babylonians. The eternal temple 
that really matters the Body of Christ. (John 2:20) Deffinbaugh points out, “As our Lord Jesus 
told the woman at the well, worship is not a matter of finding the right place, but of finding the 
right person (John 4:20-26).” 
 
Ye stiffnecked and uncircumcised in heart and ears, ye do always resist the Holy Ghost: as your fathers did, so do 
ye. 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: Who have received the law by the 
disposition of angels, and have not kept it. (v51-53) 

 
Stephen has established his orthodoxy as a Jewish believer in v2-50. He is a true believer in the 
God of Israel. Most of his hearers may even have nodded “Amen” as he recounted that history. 
They were probably enjoying it. It would have been easy for him to stop there. But Stephen was 
a Holy Ghost filled preacher of the Gospel. He would not miss the opportunity that providence 
had given him to apply the Scriptures to his listeners. All the history he has recounted it not for 
an intellectual exercise but to bring them to Christ.  
 Stephen boldly makes a powerful and incisive charge, “Ye stiffnecked and uncircumcised in 
heart and ears, ye do always resist the Holy Ghost: as your fathers did, so do ye. Which of the prophets have not 
your fathers persecuted? and they have slain them which shewed before of the coming of the Just One.” He is 
indicting the Sanhedrin that they are no better than the most rebellious of their ancestors. They 
are just as guilty of sin as those who rejected and persecuted Joseph, Moses, and the Prophets. 
For a greater Jew was in their midst and they also had rejected Him because of rebellion, “ye do 
always resist the Holy Ghost: as your fathers did, so do ye.” Jesus Christ had been borne witness by the 
Holy Spirit of His Messianic and Prophetic office in power in His preaching and miracles. But 
they hardened their hearts despite the abundant evidence. John MacArthur observes, 
 

“One of the arguments the Jews inevitably have is this. “If Jesus had been our 
Messiah, we would have known it.” That’s an old one. “If Jesus had been our Messiah, all 
of those great Jewish leaders would’ve known He was our Messiah. We wouldn’t have 
missed it.” That’s one of the things that Jews even argue about today. “Why, with all of 
the great rabbis and teachers of the past, they would know if the Messiah came. They 
wouldn't have missed him.” And Stephen says, “Guess what? You missed Moses. Guess 
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what? You missed Joseph. You never picked up on Joseph until the second time 
around, and you never picked up on Moses until the second time around.” And when is 
it they’re going to pick up on Jesus? The second time around. That’s no argument at 
all. “We would’ve known.” Your history proves you didn’t know. “You do always resist 
the Holy Spirit. As your fathers have done, so do you.” You’re right on schedule. It 
always takes two times to get through to you.” 

 
The term, “uncircumcised in heart and ears” is a terrible one for a circumcised Jew, who was 

trusting in his circumcision to get to heaven. Stephen was accusing them of not being a true Jew. 
Of course, if they had been humble, they would have understood his point and repented. For 
Moses taught exactly that point,  
 

And now, Israel, what doth the LORD thy God require of thee, but to fear 
the LORD thy God, to walk in all his ways, and to love him, and to serve 
the LORD  thy God with all thy heart and with all thy soul, To keep the 
commandments of the LORD, and his statutes, which I command thee this day 
for thy good? Behold, the heaven and the heaven of heavens is the LORD 's thy 
God, the earth also, with all that therein is.  Only the LORD had a delight in thy 
fathers to love them, and he chose their seed after them, even you above all 
people, as it is this day. Circumcise therefore the foreskin of your heart, and be no 
more stiffnecked. (Deut. 10:12-16) 

 
Stephen concluded with a solemn and an uncompromising rebuke and accusation of the 

Sanhedrin of betraying and murdering Christ, “of whom ye have been now the betrayers and murderers: 
Who have received the law by the disposition of angels, and have not kept it.” The accused witness becomes 
the mouthpiece of the righteous Judge. This courageous stand led to Stephen’s immediate 
martyrdom. 

 
When they heard these things, they were cut to the heart, and they gnashed on him with their teeth. 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, And said, Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing on the right hand of God. 

Then they cried out with a loud voice, and stopped their ears, and ran upon him with one accord, 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. (v54-58) 
 
When Stephen brought this bold and powerful indictment, they had no way to refute him. They 
had accused him of blaspheming when they were the real blasphemers. He was brought to be 
judged but instead he became their judge. Their guilt is seen in their stopping of their ears, their 
unrestrained anger, and their loud cries. When you hate the message you often also hate the 
messenger. They gnashed their teeth in deep frustration because they had no words to defend 
themselves. Without pausing to reflect or even vote on his guilt, they launched murder by a 
public lynching. Like his beloved Saviour, Stephen is cast outside the city and viciously slain. 
Because he told the truth, Stephen died under a barrage of stones. MacArthur makes a helpful 
observation, 
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“And I like this thing. It says in verse 55, “But he, being.” It’s saying this, “But he, being 
continually full of the Holy Spirit.” Stephen didn’t have to make any adjustment in his 
life to die. You see? He didn’t have to get it all together in the last moment. It had been 
together for a long time. He was being full of the Holy Spirit. He was full of the Holy 
Spirit in chapter 6. That’s why they chose him. He’s still full of the Holy Spirit in chapter 
7.” 

 
Stephen was facing his darkest hour. He knew he couldn’t face this trial in his own 

strength. So, he looked up to the source of power. The text says he “looked up stedfastly into heaven” 
and there he “saw the glory of God.” Despite the violence and surroundings, he could see this. 
Before he reached glory, he experienced it. These false accusers had claimed Stephen was 
opposing Moses, but he had a shining face just like Moses. (Exod. 34) Stephen is being 
condemned by an earthly court but vindicated by a heavenly one, “And said, Behold, I see the heavens 
opened, and the Son of man standing on the right hand of God.” Jesus Christ is no longer on the Cross. 
He is alive for evermore. Now He is at the right hand of the Father in heaven. It was as if the 
Saviour stood up to welcome home His faithful servant. What an encouragement that must have 
been to this choicest of God’s servants.  
 

 
 

Stephen takes this final opportunity to testify to his murderers that Jesus Christ is truly 
alive. This set them over the edge in fury. They strip off their outer garments in order to hurl 
more stones at his body. We are told that a young man was observing, “and the witnesses laid down 
their clothes at a young man's feet, whose name was Saul.” The fact that he is there in that role may well 
suggest that he was leading them in this attack as a leader of the Sanhedrin and a fanatical hater 
of Jesus Christ. We would think that there is no hope for a man like that ever to be converted 
However, God will replace Stephen with Paul. God’s ways are so much higher than our ways. It 
is no wonder Paul later cried, “O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! how 
unsearchable are his judgments, and his ways past finding out!” (Romans 11:33) 
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And they stoned Stephen, calling upon God, and saying, Lord Jesus, receive my spirit. 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. (v59-60) 

 
Stephen was a giant of the faith. Stephen acknowledged that he needed grace to die well for the 
glory of God, “And they stoned Stephen, calling upon God, and saying, Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” That is 
what the old theologians call “dying grace.” We see the image of Christ stamped on his character. 
As Stephen felt the blows of the pointed stones raining on his body, his only thought was to 
witness more for the Lord Jesus Christ, “And he kneeled down, and cried with a loud voice, Lord, lay not 
this sin to their charge.” Stephen doesn’t lash out in anger but prays for them in love. He likely cried 
with a loud voice because he wanted them to all hear his last words of intercession. God gave 
Stephen the grace to pray for his murderers and then God took him home from any further 
suffering, “And when he had said this, he fell asleep.” This martyrdom was not the end of Stephen’s 
life but simply the end of his life on earth. He now enters the glory of eternal rest.  

Stephen’s murderers were filled with hellish rage but he was a man filled with the Holy 
Ghost. This was the way of his life. Controlled and led by the Holy Spirit in the good days and 
the bad days. He is a beautiful character because he is full of the grace and love of Jesus Christ. 
MacArthur points out, 

 
“From Stephen came Paul. From Paul came the world. Augustine said, “The church 
owes Paul to the prayer of Stephen.” Stephen was expendable for Paul. Watch this. Paul 
was expendable for the world. Let me ask you something? For whom are you 
expendable?” 
 
This message shows that God sovereignly uses a sermon. Peter preached on the Day of 

Pentecost and 3,000 were saved but Stephen was stoned for his. We have got to be careful that 
we don’t attribute praise to one over the other. We need to study and pray and simply leave the 
results to God of faithful preaching. Some will repent but some will join in the lynching. 

This is a great turning point in the book of Acts. Stephen’s sermon of defence was also 
the first to challenge Christianity’s dependence on Jewish institutions, the law and the temple. He 
showed from the Scriptures (through the lives of Abraham in Mesopotamia, Joseph in Egypt, 
Moses in Midian and Egypt) that the land of Israel, the temple, and the sacrificial system had 
never been the only way that God revealed Himself in the Old Testament days. It helped the 
transition of the gospel from its Jewish beginnings to a Gentile world. For these Jews’ murderous 
rejection of the message of Christ now will allow the gospel to go to the Gentiles and the next 
phase of Acts 1:8 begins at Samaria. God will use the wrath of these ungodly men to praise Him. 
This largest chapter in Acts concludes the first section. 

 
 

 
 


