
First Martyr    Acts 6:8-15 

As we begin our study again, I simply want to remind you of our theme for this study. 

In all of the different lessons and passages this fall, it will be my goal and aim to lead you to see 
Jesus as LORD. 

We spent a lot of time establishing this them last spring, but it is important to continue to keep it as 
our focus going forward. 

This study is not so much about glorifying the individual men or women who helped establish the 
churches across the eastern European continent, but to see how the commandment of Jesus to 
spread the gospel was realized. 

This Message of Grace was empowered by God the Holy Spirit, to the glory of God the Father, 
through the preaching of Jesus as the true Messiah and LORD of all. 

These studies will show Jesus as LORD and in CONTROL of the events and outcomes, the SOLE 
AUTHORITY for truth, and always PRESENT with those committed to spread the gospel story. 

At the beginning of our study, I mentioned that the Book of Acts is a transitional book. 

Transitioning from the Old Testament teachings,  
often referred to by the Jews as the Law of Moses,  
to the Covenant of Grace in Jesus found in the New testament was a huge challenge to the early 
church. 

Our passage today is one of the best examples of this. 

Until now Peter has been the primary character in our study of Acts, and the Apostle is noted by Luke 
as doing most of the preaching in the early days and months establishing the church. 

Next time, in chapter 7, we will be introduced to the man named Saul of Tarsus. 

After Saul’s conversion in chapter 9, Acts 10-11 are about Peter’s vision of God accepting the Gentiles 
into His family, and chapter 12 explaining another of Peter’s  miraculous releases from prison. 

In Chapter 13 Luke’s focus returns to Saul, then in verse 13, Luke randomly begins to use Saul’s 
Greek name – Paul, and from there little more is said about Peter. 

So, from chapter 13 to the end of the book of Acts, the focus is on Paul… with only one mention of 
Peter in chapter 15 at the Jerusalem Council. 

These are the two great men of the book of Acts, but between these two phenomenal leaders Peter 
and Paul, the transition character is the man - Stephen. 

Peter’s primary ministry was to Jewish people generally. 

Paul’s primary ministry was to the Gentiles yet always included his fellow Jews. 



Stephen’s ministry is different in that he was the first to minister to Jews from Gentile countries. 

Stephen was in most ways just a forerunner of Paul. 

There are many who believe that Paul’s first exposure to the gospel came through Stephen as he 
debated with the Jews in a synagogue for people from Tarsus, we’ll look more at this in a moment. 

The death of Stephen must have had a profound effect on Paul as a young man, we’ll see this next 
time. 

This makes Stephen a key person in the early history of the church, and an important part of our 
study. 

Beside Stephen’s historical role in the early church, his character is what is most significant. 

Stephen is a great example of how even a brief ministry effort can have a great impact on world 
evangelism. 

For the outline today I want us to see Stephen’s: 

• Fullness 
• Fearlessness 
• Face 

Stephen became the first Christ-follower to be martyred for preaching the gospel. 

His murder resulted in a long series of persecutions, imprisonments, and murders, which continue in 
some parts of the world today…  

Out of the thousands of men in the early church, Stephen was chosen as one of seven to oversee the 
distribution of food for the Hellenistic Jewish widows and orphans that were being overlooked. 

This is where we ended our study last May. 

Being chosen as a Godly man to do this work by itself defines him as a man with high esteem in the 
church. 

1. Acts 6:8   Stephen’s Fullness 

And Stephen, full of grace and power, was performing great wonders and signs among 
the people. 

“Full” is the same Greek word both in verse 5 and in verse 8, where Luke says: 
“full of faith and of the Holy Spirit” 

“full” =   plérés (play’-race)  πλήρης 
it means “to be filled up” 

Stephen was completely yielded to, and controlled by, the Holy Spirit… by grace, and faith, and 
power. 



The sermon where he directly confronts the Sanhedrin (we’ll look at this next time in chapter 7)… 
reveals the basic tenants of Stephen’s faith. 

Stephen believed God was in Control, that God’s Word was Authoritative, and that God’s promise to 
be Present was fulfilled in Jesus as Messiah, as LORD. 

Stephen believed Jesus was resurrected and exalted to God the Father’s right hand. 

Stephen’s absolute trust in Jesus … filled him, empowered him. 

Contrast these beliefs with the faith of so many 21st-century believers today. 

What I see sometimes looks more like the dad of the demon-possessed boy who Jesus healed, when 
he said… 

“I do believe… help my unbelief.”  Mark 9:24 

People of the 21st century seem to trust Jesus with their eternal destiny… but not so much with their 
every day life concerns or problems. 

Stephen was not like this…  he trusted God absolutely and focused solely on doing what God wanted 
him to do in the moment. 

The consequences, or results of these actions… Stephen left completely up to God. 

Stephen was not only full of faith… but he was full of the Holy Spirit. 

I want to be clear here about “full of the Holy Spirit.” 

We discussed this in one of the first lessons where Jesus told them to wait in Jerusalem to be 
baptized in the Spirit. 

Stephen didn’t receive a “special outpouring” or a second “baptizing” of God’s Spirit to become “full.” 

What is being described here is a complete obedient trust in God’s Holy Spirit already present, to be 
released into his mind and body in the moment that Stephen needs it most.  

A person is “full” of faith… when they trust God. 

A person is filled with the Spirit… when they “obey fully” God’s will. 

It is these two realities (TRUST & OBEDIENCE) which characterize the strength of a “full of the Spirit” 
Christ-follower. 

It’s sung in churches all over the world today… 

Trust and obey… for there’s no other way. 
To be happy in Jesus… but to trust and obey. 

Faith and the Holy Spirit … but there is a third spiritual element resulting from these two. 



Grace. 

Because Stephen trusted God so absolutely… because in this trust he obeyed God’s call and was filled 
with God’s Spirit… Stephen was given GRACE to face persecution… even death. 

Fear didn’t control him… hate didn’t control him… only trust in God’s presence and submission to 
God’s will controlled Stephen. 

Stephen was gracious even in death because he trusted God, and was empowered by grace to fulfill 
God’s call. 

Grace flowed out of Stephen’s ministry toward everyone he encountered. 

So this same grace also flowed freely to those who murdered him… as he prayed for their 
forgiveness, even as the stones came crashing down on his body… and took his life. 

The only way any of us can ever live like Stephen is to make the same choices he made... trust and 
obey God’s will completely. 

Here’s the thing… 

Folks looking out for their own interest, have neither the time nor the inclination to abandon 
themselves to God’s control and experience the grace that flowed through Stephen’s life. 

Stephen was FULL of the Holy Spirit, Faith, Grace… and… 

Stephen was full of POWER! 

“… was performing great wonders and signs among the people…”   

… this phrase indicates that Stephen was more than just an overseer of food distribution for 
Hellenistic Jewish women and children in the church. 

This phrase links Stephen to the same types of activities as the Apostles. 

In all the New Testament… other than Jesus… only the apostles, Stephen, Philip, and Barnabas 
performed miracles (great wonders and signs). 

When you put verse 5 with verse 8 you establish a 2-fold view of God’s expectations of a true Christ-
follower: 

• full of faith [TRUST] toward God and yielded to the Spirit’s control…  
• will be grace filled and gracious toward others, and demonstrate great spiritual power. 

Principle: 
Only a righteous man will do righteous deeds… this is a basic New Testament principle. 

Colossians 3:12-14 
… put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience; bearing 
with one another, and forgiving each other, whoever has a complaint against anyone; 
just as the Lord forgave you, so also should you.  And beyond all these things put on love, 
which is the perfect bond of unity. 



Only when we trust and obey these commands, will we be filled as Stephen was filled. 

Now let’s look at Luke’s second description of Stephen 

2.   Acts 6:9-14  Stephen was Fearless 

But some men from what was called the Synagogue of the Freedmen, including both 
Cyrenians and Alexandrians, and some from Cilicia and Asia, rose up and argued with 
Stephen.  But they were unable to cope with the wisdom and the Spirit with which he 
was speaking.  Then they secretly induced men to say, "We have heard him speak 
blasphemous words against Moses and against God."  And they stirred up the people, the 
elders and the scribes, and they came up to him and dragged him away and brought him 
before the Council.  They put forward false witnesses who said, "This man incessantly 
speaks against this holy place and the Law; for we have heard him say that this 
Nazarene, Jesus, will destroy this place and alter the customs which Moses handed down 
to us." 

Here’s the thing… anyone who has Stephen’s same uncompromising devotion to Jesus is a match for 
any confrontation. 

A big altercation came his way here. 

These men were angry and concerned by the unchecked power and effectiveness of Stephen’s 
ministry. 

“rose up” is anistémi   (an-is'-tay-mee)  ἀνίστηµι 

Within this Greek phrase means NOT JUST that they got up out of their chairs… but that Stephen had 
stirred the pot and they were taking action. 

These men were engulfed in rage because of their hatred for Jesus and his followers… so they went 
after Stephen with a vengeance, just like they did with Jesus. 

Many men have written commentaries on the Book of Acts, discussing at length just how many 
synagogues Luke is talking about here. 

And while the Greek text is NOT CONCLUSIVE… the most likely interpretation is that Luke is 
describing three separate synagogues: 

 Synagogue of the Freedmen 
 Synagogue of the Cyrenians and Alexandrians 
 Synagogue of Cilicia and Asia 

The cultural and linguistic differences between each of these groups of people make it highly unlikely 
they would all attend the same synagogue. 

Synagogues were the meeting places where the Jewish community met to read the Scripture and 
worship God. 



Synagogues actually date all the way back to Babylonian captivity… where those who were living in 
exile, and so were cut off from access to the Temple. 

The Talmud is the primary text used by Rabbinic Judaism today, for both the religious law and Jewish 
theology. 

The Talmud has two sections: 

• The Mishnah (200 A.D.) a collection of Rabbinic teaching of the ORAL teachings of the Torah 
(Law of Moses) 

•
• The Gemara (500 A.D.) a clarification of the Mishnah and other subjects in the Hebrew Bible. 

The Talmud consists of 63 tractates, and in a standard print format contains 2,711 double-sided 
pages. 

It is written in Mishnaic Hebrew and Jewish Babylonian Aramaic;  and it includes the teachings and 
opinions of thousands of rabbis dating back to about the  
5th century B.C. 

According to the Talmud, there were somewhere around 480 different synagogues in Jerusalem at 
the general time of the Book of Acts … around 65 a.d. 

Perhaps this figure is exaggerated… but scholars do agree there were MANY synagogues… like those 
mentioned here by Luke, that consisted primarily of Hellenistic Jews. 

These are the Jews of the Diasporo, the dispersion or scattering when God judged Israel and made 
them slaves and captives the world over. 

Now, in the 1st-century these men and their families would travel back to Jerusalem for Passover, with 
most of them staying until after the Feast of Pentecost, then returning home some 2 months later. 

It is possible that prior to Stephen becoming a Christ-follower, he had been a member of one of these 
very synagogues mentioned here by Luke. 

The FREEDMEN were descendants of Jewish slaves who were later captured by Pompey in 64 B.C 
and taken to Rome as slaves. 

Later in Rome, after being granted their freedom, they created a Jewish community there. 

CYRENIANS AND ALEXANDRIANS were from two of the major cities of North Africa. 

Cyrene was the home of Simon who carried the cross Jesus in Luke 23:26, while Alexandria remains 
today the second-largest city in Egypt. 

Both of these cities had very large Jewish populations. 

CILICIA AND ASIA were Roman provinces in the territory of Asia Minor. 

Since Paul’s hometown was Tarsus, located in Cilicia, Paul would probably attend that synagogue in 
Jerusalem. 



In chapter 7 we’ll see how Paul (or Saul) was present at the trial and execution of Stephen, and since 
he is a student of the great Rabbi Gamaliel, he may have even had a role in the debates mentioned 
in this part of Luke’s story. 

Luke says men from all three of these synagogues came together and “argued with Stephen.” 

“argued” is Suzéteó  (sood-zay-teh'-o)  συζητέω 

The word doesn’t mean quarreling… it means a formal debate. 

What’s unfortunate is we don’t have a transcript, or video of this debate. 

What we have is an inference from the charges that are brought against Stephen. 

From verses 13-14 we can deduce that the debate centered on the death and  resurrection of Jesus, 
the claim that Jesus is the long-awaited Messiah … and the inability of the Law and the Temple rituals 
to save anyone, especially the Jews. 

Clearly, what we know is that Stephen WON this debate.  

Luke says, they “… were unable to cope with the wisdom and the Spirit with which he was 
speaking…” 

Man’s human reasoning is never a match for God’s Spirit given wisdom. 

They watched and they listened as Stephen, now filled and completely yielded to the Spirit, spoke 
with such energy, passion, sincerity, and clarity … they could not compete with him nor defend their 
positions. 

Stephen met the two requirements for effective public speaking and triumph in public debate: 

• irrefutable truth 
• powerful expression of this truth 

Stephen was more than they could handle. 

So these men did… what all men do… when they are losing and face defeat…. They changed tactics. 

…they secretly induced men to say, “We have heard him speak blasphemous words 
against Moses and against God.” 

“secretly induced” is hupoballó  (hoop-ob-al'-lo)  ὑποβάλλω 
- to suggest, prompt, or instigate with an evil motive. 

These losers recruited and coached false witnesses to accuse Stephen… the same way they had 
against Jesus. 

And, they were the same trumped up charges made against Jesus. 



They were so myopic in their anger, they mention Moses before they mention God. 

The charges they are making are punishable by death (Leviticus 24:16) 

They were accusing Stephen of denying the ability of the Law to save. 

They were accusing him of blaspheming God by speaking against the temple where God’s presence 
dwelt. 

Just a note here….remember the number of people in town at the time. 

There are possibly as many as 1,000,000 people who have surrounded and inhabited Jerusalem for 
Passover, many of them staying through Pentecost and longer. 

The church has grown into as many as 25-30 thousand people… but by comparison this is still very 
much a MINORITY in Jerusalem. 

How much time has passed between Pentecost and Peter’s first sermon, until Stephen’s arrest is a 
general sense agreed to be 3 to 6 months at the most. 

The Jewish people are fickle and easily stirred up… and when these false witnesses begin telling their 
stories… their lies… they begin twisting the truth of what Stephen actually said… 

Vs. 14 
for we have heard him say that this Nazarene, Jesus, will destroy this place and alter the 
customs which Moses handed down to us." 

This Nazarene… remember that phrase by Nathanael … “nothing good could come from Nazareth… 
could it?” [John 1:46] 

Here’s the thing. 

Jesus never claimed HE WOULD destroy the temple in Jerusalem. 

Stephen never claimed that Jesus made this claim or would do this either. 

But that is the NATURE of false testimony… they are not new lies… but a twisting of a stated truth. 

Stephen had proclaimed, just like the apostles, that Jesus is the fulfillment of all the Old Covenant 
rituals and sacrifices. 

Stephen proclaimed, just as Jeremiah had prophesied, that the New Covenant of Messiah would 
replace the Old Covenant of Abraham and Moses. 

The old moral laws had not changed but been fulfilled… but the ceremonial law is done away with 
completely by the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross. 

Stephen’s choice of words, were fighting words to these men … and these witnesses made him out to 
be a revolutionary trying to overturn the divine order… where they Sanhedrin was at the top. 

So they twisted it… and turned on him. 



Yet… Stephen’s face reveals his spiritual nature. 

Luke’s third description… 

3.  The First Martyr (6:15) 

And fixing their gaze on him, all who were sitting in the Council saw his face like the face 
of an angel. 

What a contrast. 

Stephen stood before this ruling council called the Sanhedrin… 

He stood accused of being an evil blasphemer of God, the temple, and the law. 

And when the Council decided to finally turn their attention from themselves and the false witness to 
look at the man they accused… 

They saw his face like the face of an angel… 

Stephen radiated the holiness and glory of God. 

God himself… answered these false witnesses by putting His own glory on Stephen’s face. 

Only one other time did God do this kind of miracle with a man… Moses. 

In doing this he showed his approval of Stephen’s testimony and teaching in the same way he had 
with Moses. 

Paul writes about this Old Testament truth, describing Moses.  2 Corinthians 3:7-11 

But if the ministry of death, in letters engraved on stones, came with glory, so that the 
sons of Israel could not look intently at the face of Moses because of the glory of his face, 
fading as it was, how will the ministry of the Spirit fail to be even more with glory?  For if 
the ministry of condemnation has glory, much more does the ministry of righteousness 
abound in glory.  For indeed what had glory, in this case has no glory because of the 
glory that surpasses it.  For if that which fades away was with glory, much more that 
which remains is in glory. 

The glory of God on Stephen’s face is the best evidence ever of God’s approval. 

His spiritual nature… his extraordinary boldness… and his face... honored God. 

By honoring Stephen as God had honored Moses… God singled Stephen out as one of the greatest 
men who ever lived. 

This life… this testimony… would have a profound effect on another man… Saul of Tarsus. 

Perhaps our goal should be to become more like Stephen in our commitment to serving God as 
LORD! 



For NEXT TIME:  please read ahead  Acts 7:1-53… it will help us on time next week if we don’t spend 
the 10 minutes necessary to read everything in the passage… but focus our study on specific parts of 
the passage.


