Acts of the Apostles

December: Chapters 7 & 8

I. Stephen’s defense against charges of blasphemy 

A. 7:1-8 Using the style of Peter’s sermons, Stephen seeks to connect with the court as a fellow Jew – a “brother and son” of those hearing the case.  Abraham is “our ancestor.”

B. He begins a summary of the Books of Moses (First Five Books of the Bible: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy.)

C. He sets himself firmly in the faithful tradition of Judaism.  (Note that this style of summarizing the story is called “salvation history,” and it is the form we use when the priest blesses the bread and wine for Holy Communion.  The prayer the priest says is a short summary of what the Gospels tell us about Jesus!)
D. 7:9  He compares himself here to Joseph – it was the patriarchs of Israel who were jealous and acted against him, just as the leaders are now acting against Stephen in the same jealousy that set them against Jesus (Matthew 27:18).  His point is that rejected children of Abraham are often part of God’s plan for the people.
E. 7:20 “Moses was beautiful before God” – compare with the last verse of Ch. 6, in which “Stephen’s face was like that of an angel.”

F. 7:25 “He supposed that his kinsfolk would understand that God through him was rescuing them, but they did not understand.”  Here Stephen is showing how Moses and Jesus were treated the same way (See John 1:11).

II. Stephen rebukes the court

A. 7:35 He tells them that they are like their ancestors who rejected Moses, even though Moses knew the true God (7:30-33); was sent by God to save them (7:34-35) and worked great signs among them (7:36-38).  The rejection of Jesus and his followers follows this same pattern, since Jesus knew God, was sent as the savior and worked great signs among the people, too.  (Review Peter’s defense in Acts 4 for some similar thoughts).
B. 7:39-50 Stephen says that the history of the people is stained by constant unfaithfulness, despite all the help God sent over many centuries.  

C. He moves on from the Books of Moses to include the times of Joshua, David and Solomon, arguing that the people built the Temple but forgot about God.

D. 7:51-52 Stephen condemns the court for being “stiffnecked,” (a term for stubbornness that  God spoke against them in the time of Moses – Exodus 32:9), and also for persecuting true prophets, as Jesus said (Matthew 23:29-32).  “Uncircumcized in heart and ears” means that they keep external religious rules but are not hearing what God is saying to them or being guided by him.
E. 7:52 He casts the death of Jesus as the worst example of their stubborn failure to listen to God and receive God’s help.
F. 7:53 Stephen’s “closing argument,” “You are the ones that received the law as ordained by angels, and yet you have not kept it.”

Some important notes:

· Stephen is arguing as a Jew.  He is not condemning the Jewish people, but pointing out historic failures and accusing the religious leaders of continuing the errors.

· Christians are not exempt from this same criticism in the Bible.  Paul says that we are capable of the exact same mistakes (I Corinthians 10:1-13).

III. 7:54-8:1 Stephen becomes the first martyr

A. “Martyr” originally meant “witness,” and over time came to mean “one who remains faithful even to the point of death.”

B. He dies in imitation of Jesus: outside the city walls, he offers up his Spirit as did Jesus from the cross (Luke 23:46), and he prays for mercy on those who are killing him (Luke 23:34).

C. 7:58 and 8:1 introduce us to Saul of Tarsus, who is going to become very important later in Acts – and forever.
IV. Persecution creates evangelism

A. 8:1b - 4 The 12 Apostles remain in Jerusalem but many believers begin to scatter as Saul starts arresting church members.  But those who are scattered “went from place to place, proclaiming the word.”

V. Philip (Pt. 1)
A. Since the 12 Apostles were in Jerusalem, this is likely Philip the Deacon (Acts 6:5) rather than Philip the Apostle (who is in all four Gospels and also Acts 1:13).

B. 8:5 He goes “down” to Samaria.  Even though Samaria is north of Jerusalem, it is downhill and the Bible frequently gives direction via topography!
C. 8:6-8) Philip preaches, exorcises and heals, building on the foundation laid by Jesus himself when he spoke to the Samaritan woman (John 4).

D. 8:9-13 Philip converts a local celebrity magician named Simon.

VI. Apostolic authority (the traditional role of bishops)
A. 8:14 From the beginning, the Apostles exercise authority.  Peter and John go to inspect Philip’s work in Samaria.

B. 8:15-17 The primitive pattern of “baptism and confirmation” follows – those who were baptized into Jesus receive the Apostles’ laying on of hands in order to receive the Holy Spirit.  (Worth pointing out that this is the pattern when a Bishop visits a parish – those who were baptized as children receive the laying on of hands in Confirmation, with prayer for the Holy Spirit to fill them for discipleship.)
C. Glance ahead at 8:25 as the Apostles continue to move about rather than stay in one place.
VII. The sin of “simony”

A. 8:18-19 Simon the Magician offers money for spiritual power

B. 8:20-24 He is rebuked and repents

C. But his name has stuck with us as a term for any effort to buy influence in the church.  An example: the donor for the cathedral in the movie The Bishop’s Wife – she believed that her gift entitled her to dictate the design of the building.

VIII. Philip (Pt. 2)

A. 8:26 a vision sends Philip toward Gaza (toward the Mediterranean coast).

B. 8:27-39 The Spirit prompts Philip to speak to strike up a conversation with a God-seeking eunuch of the Ethiopian royal staff.  (The Jews did not create eunuchs in their culture, but were aware of them from neighbor cultures.  Those who could not produce children were “second class” in Old Testament culture, but in Isaiah 56 the following prophecy is given: “Do not let the foreigner joined to the Lord say, ‘The Lord will surely separate me from his people’; and do not let the eunuch say, ‘I am just a dry tree.’ For thus says the Lord: To the eunuchs who keep my sabbaths, who choose the things that please me and hold fast my covenant, I will give, in my house and within my walls, a monument and a name* better than sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name that shall not be cut off.”  When Philip baptizes the eunuch, he is fulfilling this prophecy, baptizing one who “cut off” from God as a foreigner and also physically by not being able to reproduce.  The New Covenant in Christ brings more and more people into God’s family.  (* “a monument and a name” is yad vashem in Hebrew, and is the name of the Holocaust memorial in Jerusalem.)
C. 8:32-35 Philip uses the passage from Isaiah 53, which the eunuch is reading, as an opening to explain Jesus.  The importance of Biblical knowledge to true evangelism can’t be underemphasized.  Scripture is our only reliable body of testimony to Jesus.
D. 8:36-39 Baptism was held quickly at the roadside, and the eunuch “went on his way rejoicing.”  It is interesting to note how Philip, like Stephen, acted with a good deal of spontaneity and that the Apostles frequently had to follow up to bring order out of creative chaos!  Churches often tilt between order and spontaneity, and there is a place for both.
E. The Spirit sends Philip on to other towns along the coast to keep proclaiming the good news of Jesus.
