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STEPHEN: A FAITH THAT ADVANCES GOD’S KINGDOM
THE POINT: Bold faith helps advance the kingdom of God.
THE PASSAGE: Acts 6:3-15 (CSB)
DATE: September 27, 2026

GETTING STARTED

Discuss: Who do you believe are true heroes in our world today? What makes them heroic?
Life Connection
Imagine being a high school student in 1943 from a small East Tennessee town one minute and the next being transported to Army Basic Training in a distant state. Then being put on the fast track to fight in Italy, pause in England, and fight again in Europe until the end of the war. 
This man’s training and natural abilities helped him stand out from his peers when he volunteered, earning him the nickname: “Combat.” Although he never considered himself a hero, his Bronze Star and multiple Purple Hearts speak for themselves. 
He rarely talked about his military adventures with his family. Like many of his generation, he volunteered to defend his country from enemies trying to rob the world of freedom. He survived the war, but he took most of his story with him to his grave.  
Background
The book of Acts tells Stephen’s story, and the Bible recounts his story fully, displaying his heroic faith during the war against the early Christian church. Once you hear it, you’ll want to share his story, and I hope you’ll continue his heroic fight.
GUIDE: Call attention to The Point: Bold faith helps advance the kingdom of God. 
STUDY THE BIBLE

READ: ACTS 6: 3-7
3 Brothers and sisters, select from among you seven men of good reputation, full of the Spirit and wisdom, whom we can appoint to this duty. 4 But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.” 5 This proposal pleased the whole company. So they chose Stephen, a man full of faith and the Holy Spirit, and Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolaus, a convert from Antioch. 6 They had them stand before the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them. 7 So the word of God spread, the disciples in Jerusalem increased greatly in number, and a large group of priests became obedient to the faith.
Recap: Peter’s sermons, with the power of the Holy Spirit, impacted the fledgling church in a big way. The church began to grow large and suddenly. Typically, when an organization grows, its leadership is slow to expand and quick to overwork itself. The leaders of the early church were different. Jesus had given them a specific role. The disciples were to preach God’s Word and pray. Their work was critical for the fulfillment of the Great Commission.   
GUIDE: Use the commentary for the verses to explain the setting for these godly men being chosen to serve.
Recap: Scripture teaches us that Stephen moved beyond feeding widows. The humility he developed as a servant leader was important for at least two reasons. First, as a servant leader, Stephen learned how to submit to God’s will, even during difficult times. Also, servant leadership taught Stephen how to be more like Jesus—the ultimate example of servant leadership. Jesus, the Son of God, came to earth, served, and died so the ones He served could have eternal life. Every Christ-follower should desire to be more like Jesus. Serving with a humble heart will bring you great joy.  
The other six men must have been like Stephen because the impact was huge. The Bible says that great numbers of people became obedient to the faith (v. 7). When church leaders serve in the areas of their call and giftedness, God will do great things to His glory and honor. That’s really true of all of us.
Discuss: Who are some people in our church whose ministries impact the community?
What are some ways your faith influences our church and community?

Transition: A life of faith impacts both the church and community. In the next verses, we see that a life of faith also invites God to work through us.
READ: ACTS 6:8-10
8 Now Stephen, full of grace and power, was performing great wonders and signs among the people. 9 Opposition arose, however, from some members of the Freedmen’s Synagogue, composed of both Cyrenians and Alexandrians, and some from Cilicia and Asia, and they began to argue with Stephen. 10 But they were unable to stand up against his wisdom and the Spirit by whom he was speaking.
Recap: Our passage doesn’t indicate how much time elapsed between Acts 6:7-8, but many things changed. Stephen didn’t just stand out among his fellow deacons; now, his faith seemed to really soar. His faith is described as full of grace and power.  
Imagine if your faith were like Stephen’s faith. Do you wish he had written a book describing how he did it so you could do the same? Keep this simple truth in mind: It’s not what Stephen did; it’s how God used Stephen’s faith through the power of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit will also empower you to do what God is calling you to do. Don’t forget that the Holy Spirit resides in everyone who places their faith in Jesus. All of us can have a life of faith that invites God to work through us. 
GUIDE: Use the commentary for the verses on the next page of the Leader Guide to further explain Stephen being full of grace and power.
Recap: We don’t want to follow Jonah’s example; we want to be like Stephen. Some people from the synagogues began to debate and argue with Stephen. Synagogue officials didn’t accept Stephen’s interpretation of Jewish history and the identity of Jesus as the Son of God. They believed Jesus was a menace, not the Messiah. Yet still, Stephen’s faith invited God’s work through him. When God tells us where to go and what to do, we want to step out in the right direction too, regardless of the challenges. 
Stephen, filled with the Holy Spirit, stood strong on the Word of God, remained in God’s will, and continued to follow God’s plan. And God can do the same through us. 
Discuss: When have you seen someone face opposition because of their faith? Have you ever faced opposition for your faith? What was that like?
How can we position ourselves to be used by God to help others?

Transition: In the next verses, we see that a life of faith often meets opposition.
READ: ACTS 6:11-15
11 Then they secretly persuaded some men to say, “We heard him speaking blasphemous words against Moses and God.” 12 They stirred up the people, the elders, and the scribes; so they came, seized him, and took him to the Sanhedrin. 13 They also presented false witnesses who said, “This man never stops speaking against this holy place and the law. 14 For we heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and change the customs that Moses handed down to us.” 15 And all who were sitting in the Sanhedrin looked intently at him and saw that his face was like the face of an angel.
DO: Direct the group to Engage with “Being Bold to help the group consider what it means to be bold in their faith. They could do it on their own, or you could do it together and write responses on the white board.
Being Bold. Do you need an extra dose of boldness? Using the acrostic below, write some ways you can be bolder in living out your faith and sharing the gospel. Then write a prayer asking God for courage and strength for the task.
B - 
O - 
L - 
D -
Recap: We live in a fallen world. Since Adam and Eve disobeyed God’s command not to eat fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, mankind continues to sin and fall short of God’s glory (Rom. 3:23). Our sin isn’t just random acts of disobedience; behind the scenes, the devil is working to disrupt the impact of the message of Jesus Christ by any means at his disposal. 
Stephen faced increasing opposition as he continued to demonstrate the wisdom provided by the Holy Spirit. His enemies even provided false witnesses against him. But Stephen’s faith grew as his challenges grew.  
Discuss:: What does opposition to our faith look like in our culture?
GUIDE: Use the commentary for the verses to explain why the people considered Stephen’s words to be blasphemous.
Recap: After Stephen’s speech, he was stoned. His death wasn’t the public spectacle of the crucifixion, but it was nonetheless painful. Stephen accepted his fate while speaking and acting like Jesus. Acts 7:60 says, “He knelt down and cried out with a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them!’ And after saying this, he fell asleep.” Stephen’s strong and proven faith set an example of faith for all of us to follow. 
 Discuss: How does our group help prepare us to face opposition?
What are appropriate responses for believers when facing opposition?

GUIDE: Refer back to The Point for this session: Bold faith helps advance the kingdom of God.
RESPONSE
Compassion. Search out someone with physical or spiritual needs and strive to meet those needs with God’s grace and guidance. Seek no recognition but to serve God and people with humility. 
Companionship. Never forget that the Holy Spirit resides in every believer, including you. Know that He will be with you and guide you to carry out your mission to tell others about Jesus, regardless of the consequences. Trust Him by reaching out to someone far from God this week. 
Continuation. Continue to obey God’s Word and share the story of His love for the world. Help others to do the same. Challenge family, friends, or coworkers to share God’s amazing grace. Gather together afterwards to give praise for what God has done. 
Pray: Thank God for the sacrifice of people like Stephen whose blood was the seed of the church. Ask Him to help our group have the courage to do likewise should the time come.
COMMENTARY
Acts 6:3-7 
Connection to The Point: Stephen’s faith was evident to those around him.
Select from among you (v. 3). In verses 1-2, we learn that the Greek-speaking Jewish Christians felt that “their” widows—presumably the widows who were from their cultural background—were being neglected. The Jerusalem church had apparently taken up the practice of providing food for widows, and there was an imbalance. Whether or not this accusation was true, the Twelve decided they needed to focus on preaching and not be distracted by this duty. We should remember that these men were unique in the history of the church. They had seen and been with Jesus for His entire ministry. The church needed these twelve men to remain vigilant at their task of bearing witness to the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus.
Nothing indicates that the Twelve thought the task of food distribution was less important than their task, but they did see food distribution as potentially something that could pull them away from their duties of “prayer and . . . the ministry of the word” (v. 4) The solution was for the church itself to select seven men of good reputation, full of the Spirit and wisdom to carry out this task. The number seven is a number of fullness and wholeness and symbolizes that the job would be done to completion. The sentence construction is interesting here. The seven men were said to be of good reputation, and the unpacking of what that meant for them was that they were full of the Spirit and wisdom. Having a good reputation did not mean that they were educated or wealthy or clever or any other quality that the world might recognize. Their good reputation came from the work of the Holy Spirit in and through them. 
Whom we can appoint (v. 3). The Twelve did not abdicate leadership in this situation. Instead, they delegated a portion of the task. First, they conceived a solution. Instead of dealing with this particular task themselves, they decided it would be best to find reliable men to carry out the task. Second, they trusted the church community to find men who could carry out this task. Finally, the Twelve would take the responsibility and ownership of the selection the church made by appointing the men themselves. Good leadership neither abdicates nor micromanages. In the church, leaders can trust the Holy Spirit to work in the lives of the entire church; and they can also see that others have been given serious responsibilities for which they will give an account (Heb. 13:17).
Stephen (v. 5). Stephen is the first of the seven to be listed, and he is said to be full of faith and the Holy Spirit. This statement is not necessarily meant to distinguish Stephen from the others who were also “of good reputation, full of the Spirit and wisdom” (v. 3). Stephen probably is singled out because of the story of his martyrdom being told immediately following these verses. It should also be noted that all seven of these men had Greek names. This seems to indicate that the church as a whole and the Twelve in particular must have thought the best way to address the concerns of the Greek-speaking portion of the early church was with Greek believers.
As we think about how Stephen’s example maps onto our life today, we should note that being full of faith and the Holy Spirit go together. We cannot have one without the other. Ephesians 2:8-9 tells us we are saved by grace through faith and that faith is a gift of God. The same goes for wisdom and the Spirit. God grants wisdom and understanding through the Holy Spirit. 
Laid their hands on them (v. 6). Moses transferred his authority to Joshua by laying hands on him (Num. 27). In the New Testament, the laying on of hands is often used to designate a person for a specific task. By laying hands on these seven, the Twelve were appointing them to carry out the task of caring for the widows. 
So the word of God spread (v. 7). By choosing Stephen and the other men, the Twelve were able to focus their attention on the preaching of the Word. As a result, the word of God spread. Luke gave two concrete examples of the result of the spreading of the Word. First, more people were becoming Jesus’s disciples in Jerusalem. Second, Jewish priests were coming to understand that Jesus is the Messiah. By mentioning Jerusalem, Luke seems to have been preparing his readers for the next major movement in Acts. While disciples were growing in Jerusalem, they would soon be multiplying beyond Jerusalem and into Judea, Samaria, and the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8).
Acts 6:8-10 Commentary
Connection to The Point: Stephen was bold in sharing His faith in Christ.
Full of grace and power (v. 8). By describing Stephen as being full of grace and power, Luke was describing the result of his being “full of faith and the Holy Spirit” earlier in the narrative (v. 5). Just as Stephen was empowered for evangelism by being full of the Holy Spirit, Christians are full of grace for others and power for evangelism and missions when they are full of faith and the Holy Spirit. Jesus’s promise to be with His disciples as they make disciples of all nations in the Great Commission (Matt. 28:18-20), as well as His promise they would receive power when the Holy Spirit came on them (Acts 1:8), were both fulfilled throughout the book of Acts, particularly here in Stephen’s bold, risk-taking evangelism. 
Stephen’s dependence on the Holy Spirit for power, as well as his reliance on the truthfulness and clarity of God’s Word, are both examples for missions and evangelism today. We will only be able to make disciples as we are reliant on the power of the Spirit and the Word.
Great wonders and signs (v. 8). The purpose of signs and wonders is to point people to the truthfulness of the gospel and the power and presence of God. Signs and wonders are miraculous works of God that indicate that the kingdom of God is breaking into the present age. In fact, signs and wonders are, in one sense, the logical result of the Creator coming to dwell with His creation. In 2 Corinthians, Paul described ministry in the new covenant: “Where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom. We all, with unveiled faces, are looking as in a mirror at the glory of the Lord and are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory; this is from the Lord who is the Spirit” (3:17-18). The presence of the Spirit freed Stephen up to boldness in evangelism. The Spirit’s working of miracles, signs, and wonders in and through Stephen in this passage also indicates that one day He will free us from all our sin by restoring the world to a new and better Eden, where we will dwell in His presence without the presence of sin or even the possibility of sin. The ultimate hope of miracles is not that we will have healing in this life or that we will become wealthy but that one day He will wipe away every tear and that disease and sickness will be gone (Rev. 21:1-4).
Freedmen’s Synagogue (v. 9). God had designated the place where His presence dwelled among the Israelites (the tabernacle and later the temple in Jerusalem) as the only place where sacrifices and offerings were to be made. Consequently, Jewish synagogues were not, strictly speaking, places of worship. Instead, synagogues were Jewish places of community and religious life where Jews could gather for prayer, encouragement, and teaching. This particular synagogue was known as the Freedmen’s Synagogue, probably because it was made up of former slaves or their descendants. Whoever made up this synagogue, they were opposed to Stephen and therefore opposed to the gospel. It is highly likely given the context of Acts 6 that this synagogue was a Greek-speaking congregation, which positioned 
Stephen very well to speak the truth of the gospel to them. While opposition to the preaching and advancement of the gospel will frequently take the form of human opposition, Paul taught that “our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this darkness, against evil, spiritual forces in the heavens” (Eph. 6:12). 
Unable to stand up against his wisdom and the Spirit (v. 10). In Romans 10:17, Paul addressed the necessity of speaking the gospel in order for people to come to faith: “Faith comes from what is heard, and what is heard comes through the message about Christ.” The gospel, which is “the message about Christ,” is a message so clear and simple that a small child can understand it. The gospel is also so deeply and beautifully true that we will never grow weary of plumbing its depths, implications, and applications to our lives. The reason the gospel is both so clear and so deep is because the author of the gospel is God the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit is also the one who convicts and applies the gospel to our own lives. The inability to stand up against the wisdom of the Holy Spirit is not surprising. God the Holy Spirit is the Author of all knowledge and true wisdom. Seeking to oppose God is always foolish and will ultimately end in failure.
Acts 6:11-15
Connection to The Point: Stephen’s bold proclamation of faith in Christ met opposition.
Blasphemous words (v. 11). While Stephen was carrying out the work of God, the men from the Freedmen’s Synagogue accused Stephen of working for God’s enemies. They said Stephen had opposed Moses and God. This accusation effectively meant they were accusing Stephen of being on the side of evil by speaking blasphemous words. Blasphemy is speaking in a heretical or disrespectful manner about or against God or against the work of God. Ultimately, blasphemy is attributing the work of God to the work of Satan or the reverse—attributing the work of Satan to God. These men accused Stephen of speaking blasphemously against Moses and God. In an ironic twist, these men committed blasphemy themselves by accusing Stephen of being blasphemous. It was they, not Stephen, who were opposing the work of God.
Stirred up the people (v. 12). Every individual who opposes the work of God is responsible for his or own actions— including the people, the elders, and the scribes whom Luke mentioned. These three groups represent the whole population, including religious leaders. The elders perhaps correspond to the Sadducees, the scribes to the Pharisees. The Sadducees and Pharisees were two of the main groups of first-century Jewish religious leaders. Sadducees did not believe in an afterlife. They also believed only the Torah (Gen.–Deut.) to be authoritative. Meanwhile, Pharisees accepted the entire Old Testament, the oral tradition, and believed in the afterlife. These two groups are often pictured in the Gospels as being opposed to the work of Jesus. Here they were stirring up opposition to the work of Jesus’s disciples. The men of the Freedmen’s Synagogue, however, bore even greater guilt because they not only opposed the work of God but recruited others to oppose it. Not only did they recruit others to oppose the work of God, but they had done so “secretly.” The secrecy itself indicates a lack of truthfulness and echoes the recruitment of false testimony that stirred up people to crucify Jesus (Matt. 26:59-60). These groups are all distinct from the Sanhedrin who would also bear greater responsibility. The Sanhedrin, made up of a few leaders from these groups, was tasked with leading the Jewish people. In the Gospels, we read that they were the ones who insisted on the crucifixion of Jesus and, thereby, incurred guilt upon themselves (Mark 14:53-65). 
The customs that Moses handed down (v. 14). The first five books of the Bible are often referred to as the books of Moses. These five books are also known as the Pentateuch, which means five books. They are also referred to as the Torah, which means Law or teachings. By accusing Stephen of speaking against Moses and God, these men had accused Stephen of contradicting the inerrant and perfect Law of God. In this passage, the mention of the customs that Moses handed down seems to include what is known as the Talmud and the Mishnah. The Talmud and the Mishnah are Jewish commentaries on the Torah that were supposed to supplement the Torah and were illegitimately elevated to an equal status with the Torah. By appealing to these two sources and opposing the work of Jesus’s disciples, these men were aligning themselves with false teaching instead of the truth—the Word of God. 
Like the face of an angel (v. 15). Face of an angel recalls Moses’s radiant face (Ex. 34). In both of these cases, the individual’s radiant appearance indicated to others that the individual was in an intimate relationship with God Himself. Having been in the presence of God, both Moses and Stephen were empowered to carry out their heroic testimony in front of those who accused them.
Stephen’s Sermon in Acts 7, his death, and his impact on advancing the kingdom of God. Stephen’s death served to further the kingdom of God. In a brilliant summary of the Old Testament from the call of Abram through Moses and the exodus, and David and the kingdom of Israel, Stephen adeptly demonstrated that the Jewish people were “always resisting the Holy Spirit” (7:51). The ancient Israelites opposed the work of the Holy Spirit, including persecuting the prophets (v. 52). Jeremiah accused the people of his day of having uncircumcised hearts (Jer. 4:4). The only solution to having uncircumcised hearts was to be given new hearts. Having a new heart can only be accomplished by the work of God on the lives of individuals (Jer. 31:33; Ezek. 36:26-27).
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