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Acts 7:35-60 Teacher’s Lesson 
Stephen’s Stoning (How To Handle Persecution) 

 
Introduction: Today we continue our study of remarkable deacon named Stephen. He was 

such an effective evangelist that false charges were brought against him to silence his witness. 
Acts 7 is Stephen’s defense. It shows the wisdom the Holy Spirit gave him in debating those 
opposed to the Gospel. He concluded with a scathing criticism of the Sanhedrin. It contains 
valuable insights into how to handle persecution. 

 
Review: In essence, two false charges were that Stephen had spoken against both the Law of 

Moses and against the temple. 
 

Strategy: Stephen answered the charges against him by counter attacking. He assaulted 
deeper problems his opponents had, which was that they had made an idol out of the Temple 
and it was they themselves who were not keeping the Law.  

 
Stephen’s defense and counter attack consisted in a strategic review of Hebrew history that 

showed how God is not tied down to any particular land or building: 
 
Mesopotamia ~ God appeared twice to Abraham 
Canaan ~ Abraham never possessed even a single foot of it 
Egypt ~ God watched over Abraham’s descendants during their 400 years in Egypt 
Midian ~ God was with Moses there, giving him a family 
Sinai ~ God appeared to Moses in a burning bush and called in “holy ground”. 
 
Stephen also showed how the ancient Israelites had rejected both Joseph and Moses, a clear 

parallel to the current generation what had rejected Jesus. 
 
------------------------------------------------- 

 
****God used Moses to lead the Israelites out of Egypt, enabled Moses to perform signs 

and wonders, and through Moses parted the Red Sea. How did the Israelites respond to 
Moses the second time (7:35-43)? The ancient Israelites ultimately rejected Moses and in 
their hearts returned to Egypt. Strike Two: This is now the second time the Israelites rejected 
Moses. The council followed the example of their ancestors and rejected Jesus. 

 
1. In 7:35, why might Stephen have pointed out that Moses was rejected by the people, 

but accepted by God? See 1 Peter 2:4. Reading between the lines, what happened to Moses 
is exactly what happened to Jesus. Peter described Jesus thus: 

 
ESV 1 Peter 2:4 . . . rejected by men but in the sight of God chosen and precious . . . 

 
Who was the prophet predicted by Moses in 7:37? See back to 3:22-23. Jesus is the prophet 

that Moses predicted. Peter made this same point in his sermon to the people after the man 
born lame was healed and the council was doubtless well aware of what Peter said: 
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ESV Acts 3:22-23 Moses said, 'The Lord God will raise up for you a prophet like me from your 
brothers. You shall listen to him in whatever he tells you. And it shall be that every soul who 
does not listen to that prophet shall be destroyed from the people.' 

 
Parallels: Both Moses and Jesus were rejected by the people but accepted by God. Moses as 

prophet, Moses was a type of Jesus, the ultimate prophet. 
 

What living oracles did Stephen refer to in 7:38? This is a reference to the words of the 
covenant Moses brought down from Mount Sinai.  

 
True Believer: Contrary to the false charges, Stephen made it clear that he was a believer in 

both the covenant of circumcision and the Sinai covenant. 
 

2. What does their behavior tell us about the ancient Israelites’ spiritual condition (7:35-
42)? They were a people who had no faith.  

 
3. According to 7:42-43, what penalty did the Israelites suffer for thrusting aside Moses 

and turning in their hearts to Egypt (7:39)? God turned away from them and gave them 
over to false worship. The penalty for false worship is false worship. 

 
4. Why is it significant that Stephen quoted from Amos in criticism of Israel (7:42-43)1? 

Amos (750 B.C.) lived long after Moses (1500 B.C.), long after the Israelites had entered the 
Promised Land. He was a prophet to the northern (apostate) kingdom of Israel. The point is 
that the Israelites of Amos’ day were guilty of the same sins that where committed back during 
the time of Moses, a parallel drawn by Amos. Not much had changed in the intervening years. 
The penalty was the Babylonian exile, which resulted in the destruction of Solomon’s temple. 
Though not stated by Stephen, a similar fate was soon to befall Stephen’s accusers (the 
Romans destroyed Herod’s temple in A.D. 70 and exiled the nation). 

 
The Temple & Babylon: God Himself was not enamored with the temple. He raised up the 

Babylonians to destroyed it. Reading between the lines, it might be observed that even as 
Solomon’s temple lay in ruins, the faithful remnant worshipped God in far off Babylon. The key 
to God’s presence is not geography, but to faith. 

 
5. Why did Stephen cite the Israelites’ rejection of Moses as part of his defense (7:35-43)? 

He did it to establish the apostate track record of the ancient Israelites. Stephen further quoted 
from Amos to illustrate that even after they took possession of the Promised Land, they 
continued to worship false gods. Such people were the ones who were truly against God and 
His Law, not Stephen. 

 
They charged Stephen with speaking against the temple. In defense, Stephen implied that God 

Himself had already destroyed the temple once in the Babylonian judgment. Also, the faithful 
were able to worship God in Mesopotamia (Abraham), in Canaan (Abraham), in Egypt 
(Joseph), and in Babylon (the faithful remnant) and in each case without the temple. 

                                                           
1
 Moloch (7:43) was the Canaanite sun god who required child sacrifice and Rephan may be the Egyptian name for 

Saturn. 
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-------------------------------------- 
 
****How did Stephen further use further history to show the relative unimportance of the 

temple (7:44-50)? See Isaiah 66:1-2. Stephen showed how long before Solomon built the 
temple, God met the people in a tent that moved around from place to place. He then quoted 
Isaiah to prove that God never has dwelt in tents nor houses built by men. The real problem is 
that the Jews were making the temple an idol and attempted to put God in a box! 

 
6. Why did Stephen point out that God would not allow David to build the temple (7:46-

47)? Perhaps it was to show that the worship of God is not dependent on having a temple 
(God did not mind waiting for Solomon to build it). 

 
7. What was Stephen’s purpose in quoting from Isaiah 66:1-2 (7:49-50)? See John 4:20-23. 

It was to bring accepted prophetic writings to support the truth that God does not dwell in 
buildings. 

 
ESV Matthew 12:6 . . . something greater than the temple is here. 
 
ESV John 4:20-23 “Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you say that in Jerusalem is the 

place where people ought to worship." Jesus said to her, "Woman, believe me, the hour is 
coming when neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father . . . But the 
hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and 
truth, for the Father is seeking such people to worship him. 

 
Defense: Again, we see Stephen defending himself by attacking his accusers’ misplaced 

worship of a place rather than of a person: Jehovah. Again, the council had made a golden calf 
out of the temple. 

 
-------------------------------------- 

 
****Teachers are taught to apply the Scriptures to their audience. How did Stephen apply 

Hebrew history to the council (7:51-53)? See John 8:38-45. It was a “like father, like son” 
moment. The council resisted the Holy Spirit as did their fathers, persecuting and killing the 
prophets. 

 
Pronoun Shift: Prior to this, Stephen used the pronoun “our” (“our fathers”), but in the 

application he shifts to the pronoun “your” (“your fathers”). He disassociated himself from the 
evil actions of the council and their spiritual forefathers. Jesus said: 

 
ESV John 8:38-45 I speak of what I have seen with my Father, and you do what you have heard 

from your father." They answered him, "Abraham is our father." Jesus said to them, "If you were 
Abraham's children, you would be doing what Abraham did, but now you seek to kill me, a man 
who has told you the truth that I heard from God. This is not what Abraham did. You are doing 
what your father did . . . You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your father's 
desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and has nothing to do with the truth . . . 
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8. What hypocrisy did Stephen accuse them of in 7:53? They received the Law but did not 
keep it. Again, it was the council who was truly against the Law, not Stephen. 

 
9. What lesson in evangelism can we learn from Stephen’s closing argument? We should 

apply the Gospel to our hearers. Too often we try to get people saved who do not even know 
they are lost! People should be made aware of their own sinfulness and its dreadful 
consequences.  

 
Early Ending: Stephen’s speech was cut short. We do not know what he might have said had 

he been able to finish. As it was, Stephen never mentioned Jesus by name in the main text of 
this defense. Stephen did not directly present the Gospel as Peter had done. However, 
Stephen did draw clear parallels that unmistakably pointed to Jesus.2  

 
--------------------------------------- 
 
****How did the council respond to Stephen’s attack (7:54-60)? They were enraged, rushed 

at him, cast him out of the city, and stoned him to death. This same council had earlier wanted 
to kill the apostles, but Gamaliel talked them out of it. 

 
ESV Acts 5:33 When they heard this, they were enraged and wanted to kill them. 
 
Misplaced Rage: These men were not so much angry with Stephen as they were anger with 

Jehovah, the true God that there were rejecting. 
 
ESV Luke 10:16 . . . the one who rejects you rejects me, and the one who rejects me rejects 

him who sent me. 
 
What did the Holy Spirit allow Stephen to see as he gazed heavenward (7:55-56)? He said 

he saw the Son of Man at the right hand of God. 
 
10. What is the prophetic significance of the Son of Man being at the right hand of God 

(7:56)? See Daniel 7:13-14, Luke 22:66-71. What Stephen described was the fulfillment of a 
well known prophecy from Daniel. Son of Man is a messianic title and his presentation before 
God shows divine approval and acceptance. 

 
ESV Daniel 7:13-14 . . . with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man, and he 

came to the Ancient of Days and was presented before him. And to him was given dominion 
and glory and a kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve him; his 
dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and his kingdom one that 
shall not be destroyed. 

 
ESV Luke 22:69-71 “But from now on the Son of Man shall be seated at the right hand of the 

power of God." So they all said, "Are you the Son of God, then?" And he said to them, "You 
say that I am." Then they said, "What further testimony do we need? We have heard it 
ourselves from his own lips." 

                                                           
2
 Kistemaker, 275. 
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11. How might Stephen’s observations have hastened his demise (7:55-56)? See Matthew 
7:6. Jesus Himself, when on trial before this same council, said that He soon would be seated 
at the right hand of the father. In the vision, Stephen saw Jesus exactly where Jesus said He 
would be: at the right hand of the father, a position of Messianic authority. This is not what the 
council wanted to hear! 

 
Although Stephen was led by the Holy Spirit to say what he did, their response illustrates why 

Jesus warned: 
 
ESV Matthew 7:6 Do not give dogs what is holy, and do not throw your pearls before pigs, lest 

they trample them underfoot and turn to attack you. 
 

12. In His own trial before these same men, Jesus predicted that He would be seated at 
the Father’s right hand (Luke 22:69ff). What is the significance of Jesus standing at the 
right hand of God (7:55-56)? Perhaps Jesus was standing in acceptance of Stephen and to 
welcome him home.3 The council rejected Stephen. Jesus accepted him. 

 
According to 7:57, what two things did the distinguished, august council members do to 

avoid hearing what Stephen was saying? They cried out with a loud voice and stopped their 
ears. 

 
What was Saul’s role in Stephen’s martyrdom (7:58)? Saul guarded the garments of the 

witnesses as they threw rocks at Stephen. 
 
13. What last two prayers did Stephen utter in 7:59-60? Luke 23:33-34, 46. Stephen asked 

Jesus to receive his spirit4 and he asked God not to hold the sin of stoning him against his 
killers. Jesus also prayed these two prayers: 

 
ESV Luke 23:33-34 . . . they crucified him . . . And Jesus said, "Father, forgive them, for they 

know not what they do." 
 
ESV Luke 23:46 . . . Jesus, calling out with a loud voice, said, "Father, into your hands I commit 

my spirit!" And having said this he breathed his last. 
 

Deity: Whereas Jesus committed His Spirit to the Father, Stephen committed his spirit to Jesus. 
Doubtless Stephen considered Jesus to be God.5 

 
14. How could Stephen be so forgiving toward such murderous men (7:60)? He learned it 

from Jesus, and it was all of grace. 
 
 

                                                           
3
 Johnson, 139. 

4
 The word spirit seems to be used interchangeable with the word soul.  It is the conscious you that is 

encapsulated in your earth suit.  
5
 Bruce, 171. 
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15. Why did Luke describe death as sleep in 7:60? Luke described it as sleep, as is common 
in the New Testament. This does not mean your soul sleeps, but rather it refers to your body, 
asleep until the general resurrection of the dead. To call death “sleep” reflects assurance of a 
future resurrection.6 

 
16. Was Stephen’s death a legal execution after due process or an illegal mob lynching 

(7:54-60)? Why? This is debated. It started off with a legitimate trial, giving the appearance of 
due process, but seemed to turn into a mob action. Also, technically, only the Romans had 
authority to execute someone7, yet the council took matters into their own hands. 

 
Like Father, Like Son: By killing Stephen they lived out exactly what he accused their 

ancestors of doing: killing the prophets. 
 

So What? 
 

17. How did Stephen answer the false charges made against him (6:11-14)? See 7:1-53. 
Stephen did not answer the charges directly, but rather went to the root of the accusations.8  

 
a) Stephen dealt with their wrong attitude toward the temple. They had raised the temple up to 

the status of an idol and forgotten that God does not dwell in buildings made by man.9 God 
had no trouble manifesting Himself in Mesopotamia, Egypt, Canaan, Midian, Sinai, or Babylon. 
Once in the Promised Land God manifested Himself in a tent that moved around. God didn’t 
need the temple at all. 

 
b) Stephen illustrated from Old Testament history that is was the Jews themselves who were 

effectively opposed to the Law of Moses and God Himself. Their fathers rejected both Joseph 
and Moses, they worshipped idols, and they killed the prophets. The ruling council that put 
Stephen on trial was merely carrying on with the rebellious spirit of their fathers. 

 
Applications: Don’t get too hung up in the veneration of church buildings. The church is not a 

building, it is just a sheep shed.  Similarly, don’t worship the Bible instead of Jesus! 
 
Based on what happened to Stephen, what should we be prepared for as we become 

effective witnesses? 
 
18. Since God is sovereign, why would He allow His people to be persecuted? See James 

1:2-4, 1 Peter 4:12-14. God’s ways are not our ways, but it is a fact that persecution 
strengthens our faith and it shows our faith as a witness. 

 
ESV James 1:2-4 Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, for you 

know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full 
effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing. 

                                                           
6
 ESV Study Bible, 2096. 

7
 John 18:31. 

8
 Ibid, 119. 

9
 Marshall, 140. 
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ESV 1 Peter 4:12-14 Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you to 
test you, as though something strange were happening to you. But rejoice insofar as you share 
Christ's sufferings, that you may also rejoice and be glad when his glory is revealed. If you are 
insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests 
upon you. 

 
19. How should we pray relative to persecution? See 1 Timothy 2:1-2. 
 
ESV 1 Timothy 2:1-2 First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and 

thanksgivings be made for all people, for kings and all who are in high positions, that we may 
lead a peaceful and quiet life, godly and dignified in every way.  

 
20. How should we respond to persecution? See Hebrews 10:32-34. Like Stephen, pray for 

your persecutors. Like the Jerusalem church, leave town if possible (shake dust off feet), help 
those in prison for their faith, joyfully accept the confiscation of your property, pray for peace. 

 
ESV Hebrews 10:32-34 . . . you endured a hard struggle with sufferings, sometimes being 

publicly exposed to reproach and affliction, and sometimes being partners with those so 
treated. For you had compassion on those in prison, and you joyfully accepted the plundering 
of your property, since you knew that you yourselves had a better possession and an abiding 
one. 

 
**** = ask this question before reading the text aloud. Doing so will cause focus. 
 
• These lessons are designed for a 45 minute session and are based on the text of the ESV.  
 
• You can hear this lesson being taught at SermonAudio.Com/NTRF. 
 
Stephen E. Atkerson    
NTRF.org   
Revised 09/10/2017 


