
Acts Discipleship Week 10
Scripture: Acts 6:8-7:60 (especially 7:55-60)

Background

In contrast to the amicable depiction of the early community of believers in Acts 2:43-7
and 4:32-7, Acts 6:1-6 shows clear evidence of growing tension between the Hellenistic, Greek-
speaking Jewish Christians, and the Aramaic-speaking Jewish Christians. The problem was the
less than equitable distribution of food to the Hellenistic widows. In response to the complaints
by the widows, the apostles created a new class of ministers called deacons who were to wait
on tables. Interestingly, no Aramiac-speaking Jewish Christians were chosen to serve the
Hellenistic widows. Only men with Hellenistic names were selected to serve in this capacity. Of
the deacons chosen, Stephen and Philip emerged as powerful preachers and evangelists.

Members of the synagogue of the Freedman (descendants of former Roman slaves)
opposed Stephen, but could not overcome his wisdom and the Spirit with which he spoke. The
Freedmen then stirred others to falsely accuse Stephen of speaking blasphemy against Moses
and God. Amazingly, upon hearing the accusations against him, the people noticed Stephen's
face appearing like that of an angel. Some commentators suggest Stephen's unexpected calm
earned him the right to speak at length in his defense.

Stephen's argument traces the history of God's people through three of its greatest
figures: Abraham, Joseph, and Moses. Ultimately, Stephen mentions the unjust crucifixion of
Jesus. Stephen concludes by pointing out Israel's chronic infidelity toward God -- something his
accusers now demonstrated through their false claims.

Discussion

1. The apostles’ response to the inequitable distribution of food to the Hellenistic widows
was the creation of a new class of ministers called deacons. Did their response fully
address the underlying issue of nepotism and favoritism apparently practiced by the
Aramaic-speaking Christians?

2. The seven deacons were Hellenistic and assigned to minister to the Hellenistic Jews.
The issue of nepotism and favoritism appears not to be directly addressed. How do we
avoid dealing directly with issues by offering indirect generic solutions today? What
impact does that have on our community of faith?

3. Was Stephen in a lose-lose situation? If so, what possible options beyond direct rebuttal
could he have chosen?

4. What can we learn from the way Stephen approached martyrdom? When might we
choose to bear witness for God by speaking prophetically, even at the risk of personal
safety?

5. How gracious are we in the face of accusation?
6. Stephen's response to his accusers was to attack their hypocrisy and forgive them for

their ignorance. How should we stand up for our faith today?


