
 

 

 

 

 

Men’s Bible Fellowship                                                        Colton, CA                      

 

ACTS 
“PERSECUTION FOR A PURPOSE” 

LESSON 7 

Some things just don’t belong together. For example, stripes and plaids, Democrats and 
Republicans, and Dodger and Giant baseball fans just don’t go together. In our study this week 
we face what appears to be just as out of place—a true conceptual oxymoron. How is it possible 
for someone to be Spirit-filled and in the middle of God’s will, yet undergo persecution and 
become the first martyr of the church? It is precisely this problem that has caused many to ask, 
“Can I trust God?” Meaning, is God trustworthy?  
 
Some within the church would deny God’s role in such events, which has led to the development 
of the health, wealth, and prosperity doctrines. The question of God’s sovereignty in the mist of 
suffering and persecution should be particularly relevant to us today. More Christians have been 
martyred within the last century (estimates range from 120 million upward) than in the entire 
history of the church. And today, even secular sources recognize Christians as the most 
persecuted group on the planet. Muslims slaughter Christians on the evening news and claim 
their military success is evidence of God’s favor. Closer to home, our country (“One nation 
under God”) has rejected the biblical standard for marriage as a result of a recent Supreme Court 
decision, and Houston’s mayor has subpoenaed the sermons and e-mails of all pastors who 
oppose her uber-liberal agenda. Charges of intolerance and bigotry have shamed many Christians 
into silence while our country morally decays around us. Fortunately, hindsight on the events of 
Acts 7 allows us to see events such as these through His sovereign will and purpose.  
 
It looked like everything was going so well for the early church. It had grown from 120 disciples 
to over 20,000 men and women in a very short period of time. The early church, while disliked 
by some of the Jewish leadership, enjoyed great favor amongst most of the people in Jerusalem 
(Acts 5:13–14). All of this changes suddenly as Stephen is brought before a kangaroo court to 
answer charges of blasphemy and religious treason. His defense, the Holy Spirit’s view of 
salvation history, should have connected with his audience (“fathers” and “brothers” and use of 
the pronoun “our”) and brought them to repentance and not retribution. Thus, a quick reading of 
Acts 7 would convince us that a senseless tragedy had occurred, as a promising young evangelist 
was murdered.  
 
It is only when we look back across the millennia that we can see in fact God was completely 
sovereign, and all of the events served to advance His purpose. It has been rightly said that in His 
economy God never wastes pain. However, rarely do we see as clearly how God effectively 
leverages suffering into success. You may recall Jesus’ marching order to the church was to take 
the gospel to Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and even to the ends of the earth (see Acts 1:8). At the 



end of Acts 6, the early church had formed what we call a “Holy Huddle” with all the members 
clustered around the temple in Jerusalem, far from following Jesus’ command. By the end of 
Chapter 7, we observe believers, except the Apostles, scattering out across the Roman Empire, 
and in Acts 8:5, we see the gospel preached in Samaria. In addition, the persecution had a 
purifying effect on the church, which Peter likened to the refiner’s fire used to purify gold (1 
Peter 1:6–7).  
 
The purity of the church under fire can still be seen today as evidenced by the remarks of Bishop 
Ding, the head of Patriotic Movement of Protestant Churches in Mainland China, to a group of 
Evangelical Christians: “I know you are evangelicals; I know what you believe. If you were to 
travel the length and breadth of China you would find Christians who believe what you 
do...persecution wiped out theological liberalism in China. Those who are theologically liberal—
who hold a low view of God and His Word—do not believe that Jesus was divine. They teach 
the Bible is a purely human book. Consequently, they are not willing to die for their faith. Quite 
literally, they have nothing worth dying for! But true believers know that Christ is more valuable 
than life itself. So the Christianity that has survived in Communist China is largely of the biblical 
variety.”

1  
 
As for the impact of Stephen’s discourse, I have asked pastors for signs the congregation is 
connecting with their message and they’ve shared: head nods, note taking, and open Bibles are 
good signs. Most of them agreed that if the congregation starts picking up rocks at the end of 
your sermon, it is not a good thing. Yet things aren’t always as they seem. As St. Augustine 
commented, “If Stephen hadn’t prayed, we would not have had Paul.” Likely you have not heard 
of Edward Kimball, J. Wilbur Chapman, or Mordecai Ham, but they were responsible for the 
delivery of the gospel message that saw Dwight L. Moody, Billy Sunday, and Billy Graham 
converted.  
 
The events of Acts 7 prove that God is indeed worthy of our trust, but the question still remains, 
“Can I trust God?” Things are not always as they appear and thus, the righteous shall live by 
faith and not by sight alone. “Though there are no sheep in the pen and no cattle in the stalls yet I 
will rejoice in the LORD...The Sovereign LORD is my strength” (Habakkuk 3:17–19 NIV).  
 
1 Lutzer, Erwin W. The Cross in the Shadow of the Crescent. Eugene, Oregon: Harvest House Publishers, 2013. Page 78  
 
Prayer  
Start by praying over the passage and asking the Holy Spirit to give you fresh insights and 
wisdom in understanding it. Then read through the entire passage two or three times.  
 

 

Memory Verse 
“My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith 
produces patience. But let patience have its perfect work, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking 
nothing.” James 1:2–4 NKJV  
 
 

 
Day 1 – Abraham and the Patriarchs – Acts 7:1–19  
 
Stephen’s defense, or more accurately his explanation of God’s plan of salvation for Israel, is the 
longest of the 32 speeches given in the Book of Acts. It differs a great deal from Peter’s 



evangelistic messages recorded in the first five chapters of Acts. It gives us the Holy Spirit’s 
view of the most important events in Israel’s history. The discourse focuses on three individuals 
and the temple, in response to the false charges directed against Stephen in Acts 6.  
 
 
1. What were the charges leveled against Stephen by the religious establishment (Acts 6:12– 14)? 
How were their false charges a misrepresentation of the actual truth?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. Stephen initially built a bridge rather than a barrier to connect with his audience (Jewish 
leaders). What elements in this first section serve to connect Stephen with his audience?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

3. Stephen begins his story with Abraham (as did Matthew in writing his gospel to a Jewish 
audience—Matthew 1:2). The Jews saw Abraham and his covenant with God as something 
exclusively theirs alone. What do we learn when we dig a little deeper? 
 
a.  What was God’s original promise to Abraham in his initial calling (see Genesis 12:2–3)?  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

b.  The Jews had an exclusive view of Abraham, excluding Gentiles from his promise. What do 
the following verses teach on this? Luke 3:8, Romans 3:29–30, and Romans 4:11–13  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

4. William Barclay states that the Jews felt all history was a procession that led to God. What do 
you see in this first section that would justify such a belief?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Jacob, Abraham’s grandson, had twelve sons, which were known to the Jews as their 
patriarchs. Of his twelve sons, Joseph was Jacob’s favorite and the favoritism shown to him by 
his father created a great trial in Joseph’s life. Many Bible scholars feel that Joseph was a 
foreshadow, or type for Jesus. His importance is reflected in that his story is spread over nearly 
thirteen chapters in Genesis. What similarities in the events or elements in the life of Joseph 
would qualify him to be considered as a type for Jesus?  



_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Day 2 – Seven Chosen – Acts 6:1–7  
 
Fill in the blanks on the right side of the chart using the scripture provided, or look up additional 
verses to expand the comparison. Some historians believe that Moses was adopted by the 
daughter of Ramesses II, Pharaoh of Egypt. If this is true, Moses would have been the only male 
heir and next Pharaoh of Egypt. See Hebrews 11:24–26.  
 

Moses Jesus 
Miraculously saved from genocide.  
 

See Matthew 2:13–18  
 

Left Pharaoh’s palace.  
 

See John 6:41–42  
 

Became a shepherd.  
 

See John 10:11  
 

Gave them manna (actually mediator 
of God’s gift).  
 

See John 6:32–33  
 

Initially rejected by men.  
 

See 1 Peter 2:4  
 

Redeemed men from bondage of 
slavery.  
 

See Romans 6:20–23  
 

Mediator and tabernacle builder.  
 

See Hebrews 8:1–6  
 

Gave Israel the Law.  
 

See Galatians 3:13  
 

 
 
Memory Verse – Fill in the Blanks  
“My__________________, count it all joy __________ you fall into ____________ trials, 
_______________ that the ______________ of your faith ____________ patience. But let 
_____________ have its _____________ work, that you may be perfect and 
_________________, lacking ________________.” James 1:2–4 NKJV  
  
 
 
 



Day 3 – Israel’s Rebellion – Acts 7:35–43  
 
1. In verse 37 Stephen quotes Moses’ promise to Israel from Deuteronomy 18:15 in a similar 
fashion to Peter in Acts 3:22. What is the significance of this passage? How does it relate to 
Jesus? _______________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________  
 
2. Exodus 3 records Moses’ encounter with God at the burning bush. When Moses asks God His 
name, how does He respond (verses 13–14)? What was the significance of Jesus taking the same 
name, and what was the response of the Jews (John 8:58–59)?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. Israel exalted Moses’ leadership after the fact, even though their forefathers had rejected him 
at times in the wilderness. What insights does 2 Corinthians 3 give us into the cause for Israel’s 
rejection of their Messiah? _______________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Memory Verse – Fill in the Blanks 
“My__________________, count _____ _______ joy ____________ you fall into ___________ 
trials, ______________ that the ___________ of ____________faith ____________patience, 
But let ______________have its ______________work, that you _______ be perfect, and 
__________________, lacking _____________.” James 1:2–4 NKJV 
 

 
Day 4 – The Temple – Acts 7:44–50  
 
Moses constructed the original tabernacle, a tent housing the Ark of the Covenant. Solomon built 
the first temple to hold the Ark and serve as a center of worship in 963 BC. Solomon’s temple 
was destroyed following the Babylonian invasion. The second temple was rebuilt after the 
captivity in 516 BC. Herod the Great remodeled the temple, following desecration by the Greeks, 
to become the impressive structure admired by the apostles (Luke 21:5). 
 
1. Solomon’s temple was one of the wonders of the ancient world, yet what was his perspective 
on his magnificent temple compared to his magnificent Lord? (See 2 Chronicles 6:18.)  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 



_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________  
 
2. C.S. Lewis describes earth as the Shadowland, or only a shadow of the reality that awaits 
believers. The temple was merely an imitation or copy of the real item. Where’s this temple 
found and how do they compare? (See Hebrews 8:5.)  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. The false witnesses’ charges against Jesus were similar to those made against Stephen. What 
were those charges? (See Matthew 26:60.) Why do you think the temple was of such great 
importance to the Jewish leadership?  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________  

 

Memory Verse – Fill in the Blanks  
“My____________, count __ __ joy ________ you ___ into _________ trials, ____________ 
that the __________ of _____ faith _________ _______. But let __________ have its 
_________ work, ____ you may be _________ and ______________, lacking ___________.” 
James 1:2–4 NKJV  
 
 
Day 5 – Stephen’s Conclusion and the Crowd’s Reaction – Acts 7:51–60  
The reaction was almost instantaneous as they rushed Stephen. The same phrase was used for the 
possessed pigs rushing into the Sea of Galilee (Luke 8:32), and the rushing rioters in Ephesus 
(Acts 19:29). If protocol was followed, Jewish execution by stoning, (illegal under Roman rule), 
specified that the first witness push the victim off a cliff ten feet or greater in height. If the victim 
survived the fall, the second witness cast the first stone followed by rocks from the crowd.  
 
1. What changes can you identify in tone and how Stephen addressed the crowd in this section?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

2. The term Son of Man appears 81 times in the Greek in the four Gospels. According to Daniel 
7:13, how would Jesus be qualified for this title?  



_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
3. Compare Jesus’ statement about Himself (Matthew 26:64) with the vision seen by Stephen. 
What difference do you notice, and what could account for it?  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

4. How do Stephen’s final statements parallel those heard from the lips of Jesus while He was on 
the cross? _____________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Write This Week’s Memory Verse: 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________  

  
Day 6 – Take Away / Summary  
 
If one of your friends at work or a neighbor were to ask you what you did on Tuesday, you 
would tell them you went to a Bible study. The next question would likely be, “What did you 
learn?” We often summarize an entire athletic contest or a movie in a few brief sentences and 
easily convey the essence of the event. Now apply these same skills to give a summary of the 
passage in a sentence or two. Then, in an additional sentence or two, describe what impact this 
passage will have on how you live.  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Key Words/Phrases  
Write out the definition of these key words. You can use a regular dictionary or go to one of the 
Greek sources listed in the Tool Box at the end of the study. You may also use a concordance to 
see where else and how the word is used in the Bible. How would these phrases instruct or 
encourage us today?  



 
Sovereign Lord (Habakkuk 3:19)  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Glory Of God (Acts 7:55)  
_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Tool Box  
Step 1: The Bible. Read the passage in a couple of different versions. If you are having trouble 
understanding a passage, choose a more dynamic version such as New Living Translation or The 
Message). To focus in on the exact meaning of a verse, choose a more literal translation such as 
New American Standard Bible or New King James Version. 
Step 2: Study Tools. Use these to help you dig deeper. Background Information: 1) Unger’s 
Bible Dictionary 2) Bible Dictionaries online at biblestudytools.com and blueletterbible.com. 
Word Studies: 1) Zodhiates’ The Complete Word Study New Testament 2) Vine’s Complete 
Expository Dictionary 3) Strong’s Dictionary of Bible Words 
Step 3: Commentaries. Commentaries should not be used in place of studying God’s Word 
directly, but they can give you additional insights. Some good commentaries include: John 
MacArthur, J. Vernon McGee, The Expositors Commentary, NIV Application Commentary, 
William Barclay (great for background and culture but be careful of his spiritual applications).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Herod’s Temple During the Early Church  
The crippled beggar mentioned in Acts 3 was sitting at the Beautiful Gate. The Apostles taught 
in the Portico of Solomon or in the Court of the Gentiles. The Sanhedrin met within a chamber in 
the Sanctuary of the temple itself.  
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Notes 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 
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