Background:  The book of Acts is about the beginning of the Christian church.  After Jesus died the disciples were lost and didn’t know what to do.  When he was resurrected he gave them commands to spread His word to the very ends of the earth.  After giving this command he ascended into heaven and the Holy Spirit came onto the earth.


The disciples began preaching, but stayed near Jerusalem.  They were following only part of Jesus’ command.  When they told people about Jesus some listened and converted, and some got angry, but nothing really happened to the disciples.  There needed to be something to get them to move out of Jerusalem and into the rest of the world.  We’re going look and see the very beginning of how the message of Jesus got spread around the world. 

Reading: Acts 6:8- Acts 8:1  I know it’s long, but it should be a fairly quick read.  I recommend reading it straight through, then coming back to my notes.  I also recommend having a little notebook or something and jotting down your own thoughts or questions.

Notes:

Acts 6:8-15:  

v.8- Stephen was picked because he spoke Greek.  The Grecian Jews had been getting overlooked in the disciples’ outreaches (daily distribution of food.)  But God picked Stephen to do so much more than that.  God gave him the ability to perform miracles and testify to the power of God.  God also gave him wisdom and the ability to outspeak any opposition.  God saw more value in Stephen than anyone else, and used him to do great things.

v.11- This seems to be a recurring theme in the bible.  People don’t like what someone says, they argue with them but are beat in the argument so they begin spreading lies.  Words are a powerful weapon, and lies can cause a lot of damage.  The Jewish people here don’t like that Stephen is converting people away from the Temple, and they’re willing to do evil to try and stop him.  As we see later, though, God takes their evil plans and uses it for His good.

Acts 7:1-53:

This is Stephen’s speech to the Jewish people in charge.  The Sanhedrin was the Jewish seat of power, kind of like our Government and Supreme Court rolled into one.  Stephen is on trial here.

v.2-36- Stephen is laying the groundwork for his main argument in these verses, using Jewish history to do it.  These stories are some of the first stories ever taught to Jewish children, so these Jewish scholars would know them intimately. 

v.2-8- This is the story of Abraham, originally called Abram.  His story is begun in Geneses 12.  Abraham is considered the “Father” of the Jewish nation.  It is with him that God first made his covenant (promise) and choose Abraham’s descendants to be His chosen people.

v.9-15- This is the story of Joseph, Abraham’s great-grandson. His story begins in Genesis 37.  Joseph is a REALLY interesting character. Genesis 37 to the end of the book is about Joseph.  He goes through a lot of hard times.  He gets a promise from God and several times his dreams of that promise coming true are crushed.  But through it all he kept his faith and God finally rewarded him.  Notice that Joseph is the one who God chooses to help out most, and he was the one rejected by the rest of Israel’s sons.

v.17-  This is interesting.  It says “As the time grew near for God to fulfill his promise to Abraham,” By this time Abraham was dead but God was still working on fulfilling his promise.  God has a bigger plan than you or I can see.  The world has trained us to expect immediate results.  We don’t like waiting in lines so we create ATMs and Drive-Thru lanes to get our food and money faster.  For a few extra dollars you can make sure your mail gets to you over-night instead of in 2-3 days.  We have fast-forward buttons on our VCRs and DVD players.  We want things now, and if we can’t get them now we want them faster, faster, faster.  


We try and impose these thoughts on God, also.  We pray to Him and ask for things, but expect them to immediately (preferably by Priority Mail.)  But that’s now how God works.  God is steadfast, which can sometimes make Him seem slow.  God a perfect plan for how things will work and He does it by His schedule, not ours.  Hundreds of years pass between God’s promise to Abraham, and the fulfillment of that promise.  But the way He fulfilled it (by delivering the people from Egypt) was so much better than if he had done it by Abraham’s schedule and just put his descendants in power.  So trust in God and be patient for the good things He has for you.

v.20-36- This is the story of Moses.  His story begins in Exodus 1 and goes all the way through the book of Joshua.  We’ve all heard of him parting the Red Sea, and getting the Ten Commandments.  Stephen talks a little more about his beginnings.  Just as w/ Joseph, the people reject Moses, but he is the one God uses.  Stephen is beginning to be more direct about the point he wants to make.

v.37-43- Stephen is pointing out how once again God’s chosen people turned away from Him and the one He chose.

v.37- This is a prophecy that Stephen is alluding that Jesus fulfilled.  By now the people of the Sanhedrin must be beginning to suspect what Stephen is up to, but they can do nothing about it since he is using their own Scripture to make his argument.  Every word he’s spoken is backed up by the word that God had given to the Jews.  Stephen claims that Jesus is that prophet, given to the Jews from their own people.

v.39-43- Stephen is pointing out the stubbornness of the Jewish people.  They refuse to believe what Moses has said, and they build their own gods.  God didn’t stop them, it isn’t in His nature to force people to love Him.  He left them to their own devices and it led them to ruin.  When they turned back to Him they found that He had been waiting w/ arms wide open all along.

v.44-50- Stephen has made his point about how the people kept turning from God, but that wasn’t the end of his message.  The Jews placed a LOT of importance on the building they worshiped in, the Temple.  They believed that God lived there, and as long as they had it that God would protect them.  

Stephen points out the major flaw in their argument.  God lives in the heavens.  He created the stones that the Temple is made of.  It would foolish to believe that the God of all creation would live in a house made by men; men which He created.

v.51-53- Stephen has now gone on the attack.  He has built his case that the Jewish people had a habit of rejecting God’s chosen messengers.  He has pointed out the folly of believing in a building rather than believing in a God.  Just as the Jewish people killed the prophets who predicted the coming of God’s Righteous One, the Jews of his day had killed Jesus himself.  This is claiming that Jesus was indeed the Son of God, and the Chosen One of God.  These same Jews had killed Jesus for these same claims and they don’t like hearing them again.

Acts 7:54-60:

Stephen’s speech is over and now would normally come the sentencing part of his trial.  His words were pretty provocative, however, and God has something else in store.

v. 54-60- The members of the Sanhedrin lose control.  Usually in a trial like this they would have sentenced Stephen to a whipping or an exile.  Whatever would have happened was lost in the Jew’s burst of anger.  Stephen pushed them just a little further and they snapped.  They drug him from the city and killed him on the spot.  But Stephen wasn’t bothered, he knew God was using him.  So he prayed.  Stephen died with words of forgiveness on his lips, just as Jesus had before him.  Stephen was the first person to die for the name of Jesus.  Up until now the followers of Jesus had little to fear.  Stephen’s trial changed all that.

Acts 8:1:

v.1- We see Saul was watching the whole thing.  Saul is what one might have called a “Super-Jew.”  He knew the law inside and out, and he took pleasure in using that knowledge to make the Christians seem foolish.  Saul comes more into play later, when he becomes Paul who wrote 13 of the books in our New Testament.


We also see that Stephen’s death began a chain reaction.  It says “a great persecution broke out.”  The Christians were suddenly being hunted and killed.  Jews would break down doors, drag a follow of Christ into the street and murder them.  So in fear for their lives they fled, taking the message of Jesus w/ them.  This began the spreading of the church, as we know it.  The message of Jesus Christ was no longer isolated to the area directly around Jerusalem.  God knew it would take something drastic to get his people to move, and so he gave it to the.

