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Regarding the Patriarchs  

In the following section Stephen answers the high priest’s question about the validity of 
the charges being made against him. From the previous section we learned that the 
charges focused on Moses, God, the temple and the law. Stephen demonstrates his 
understanding and agreement with the historical Scriptures of the Jews. He answers the 
charges in each of the four areas listed above. His confession is one which shows he is 
not blaspheming1 Moses, God, the temple or the law. 

(Vv. 1-19) 

Then the high priest asked Stephen, “Are these charges true?” To this he replied: 

Brothers and fathers, listen to me! The God of glory appeared to our father Abraham 
while he was still in Mesopotamia, before he lived in Harran. ‘Leave your country and 

your people,’ God said, ‘and go to the land I will show you.’ 

So he left the land of the Chaldeans and settled in Harran. After the death of his father, 
God sent him to this land where you are now living. He gave him no inheritance here, 
not even enough ground to set his foot on. But God promised him that he and his 
descendants after him would possess the land, even though at that time Abraham had 
no child.  God spoke to him in this way: “For four hundred years your descendants will 
be strangers in a country not their own, and they will be enslaved and mistreated.  But I 
will punish the nation they serve as slaves,” God said, “and afterward they will come out 
of that country and worship me in this place.” Then he gave Abraham the covenant of 
circumcision. And Abraham became the father of Isaac and circumcised him eight days 
after his birth. Later Isaac became the father of Jacob, and Jacob became the father of 

the twelve patriarchs. 

Because the patriarchs were jealous of Joseph, they sold him as a slave into Egypt. But 
God was with him and rescued him from all his troubles. He gave Joseph wisdom and 
enabled him to gain the goodwill of Pharaoh King of Egypt. So Pharaoh made him ruler 

over Egypt and all his palace. 

Then a famine struck all Egypt and Canaan, bringing great suffering, and our ancestors 
could not find food. When Jacob heard that there was grain in Egypt, he sent our 
forefathers on their first visit. On their second visit, Joseph told his brothers who he was, 

and Pharaoh learned about Joseph’s family. After this, Joseph sent for his father 
Jacob and his whole family, seventy-five in all. Then Jacob went down to Egypt, 
where he and our ancestors died. Their bodies were brought back to Shechem 

                                                             
1 Blasphemy. Insulting or showing contempt or lack of reverence for God ; or the act of claiming the 

attributes of a deity for a mere man; or irreverence toward something considered sacred .  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/deity
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and placed in the tomb that Abraham had bought from the sons of Hamor at Shechem 

for a certain sum of money. 

As the time drew near for God to fulfill his promise to Abraham, the number of our 
people in Egypt had greatly increased. Then “a new king, to whom Joseph meant 
nothing, came to power in Egypt.” He dealt treacherously with our people and oppressed 
our ancestors by forcing them to throw out their newborn babies so that they would die. 

(Acts 7:1-19, Emphasis added) 

Regarding Moses (vv. 20-36) 

At that time Moses was born, and he was no ordinary child. For three months he was 
cared for by his family. When he was placed outside, Pharaoh’s daughter took him and 
brought him up as her own son. Moses was educated in all the wisdom of the Egyptians 

and was powerful in speech and action. 

When Moses was forty years old, he decided to visit his own people, the Israelites.  He 
saw one of them being mistreated by an Egyptian, so he went to his defense and 
avenged him by killing the Egyptian. Moses thought that his own people would realize 
that God was using him to rescue them, but they did not. The next day Moses came 
upon two Israelites who were fighting. He tried to reconcile them by saying, “Men, you 
are brothers; why do you want to hurt each other?” 

But the man who was mistreating the other pushed Moses aside and said, “Who made 
you ruler and judge over us? Are you thinking of killing me as you killed the Egyptian 
yesterday?” When Moses heard this, he fled to Midian, where he settled as a foreigner 
and had two sons. 

After forty years had passed, an angel appeared to Moses in the flames of a burning 
bush in the desert near Mount Sinai. When he saw this, he was amazed at the sight. As 
he went over to get a closer look, he heard the Lord say: “I am the God of your fathers, 
the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.” Moses trembled with fear and did not dare to 
look. 

Then the Lord said to him, “Take off your sandals, for the place where you are standing 
is holy ground. I have indeed seen the oppression of my people in Egypt. I have heard 
their groaning and have come down to set them free. Now come, I will send you back to 
Egypt.”  

“This is the same Moses they had rejected with the words, ‘Who made you ruler and 
judge?’ He was sent to be their ruler and deliverer by God himself, through the angel 
who appeared to him in the bush. He led them out of Egypt and performed wonders and 

signs in Egypt, at the Red Sea and for forty years in the wilderness. (Acts 7:20-36) 
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God will raise up a prophet (vv. 37-38) 

This is the Moses who told the Israelites, “God will raise up for you a prophet like me 
from your own people.” He was in the assembly in the wilderness, with the angel who 
spoke to him on Mount Sinai, and with our ancestors; and he received living words to 

pass on to us. (Acts 7:37-38, Emphasis added). 

Here we see Stephen referencing Deuteronomy which declared Moses a forerunner of 
the Christ. “The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from among you, 
from your fellow Israelites. You must listen to him” (Deuteronomy 18:15 NIV). Peter had 
already quoted this passage in the temple court (cf. Acts 3:22). The prophet Moses 
referred to would be in his likeness, “their ruler and deliverer” (cf. v.35), which we know 
to be the Christ. 

Indictment against Jewish ancestors (vv. 39-43) 

But our ancestors refused to obey him. Instead, they rejected him and in their hearts 
turned back to Egypt. They told Aaron “Make us gods who will go before us. As for this 
fellow Moses who led us out of Egypt—we don’t know what has happened to him!” That 
was the time they made an idol in the form of a calf. They brought sacrifices to it and 
reveled in what their own hands had made. But God turned away from them and gave 
them over to the worship of the sun, moon and stars. This agrees with what is written in 

the book of the prophets: 

“Did you bring me sacrifices and offerings forty years in the wilderness, people of 
Israel? You have taken up the tabernacle of Molek and the star of your god 
Rephan, the idols you made to worship. Therefore I will send you into 
exile” beyond Babylon (cf. Amos 5:25-27). 

 
Stephen pointed out that it was their ancestors who refused to obey God, who wanted 
to turn back to slavery in Egypt, and they turned to the worship of Egyptian gods (cf. 
Exodus 32:1,23). Calf worship was a basic part of Egyptian religion. The Jews rejected 
God and the Law at Mt. Sinai. From the time of the wilderness wandering through the 
Babylonian captivity, idolatry was a continual problem for the Jews (cf. Deut. 17:3; 2 
Kings 17:16; 21:3; Jer. 8:2; 19:13). 
 
 
Regarding the Temple (vv. 44-50) 

“Our ancestors had the tabernacle of the covenant law with them in the wilderness. It 
had been made as God directed Moses, according to the pattern he had seen. After 
receiving the tabernacle, our ancestors under Joshua brought it with them when they 
took the land from the nations God drove out before them. It remained in the land until 
the time of David, who enjoyed God’s favor and asked that he might provide a dwelling 



The Book of Acts  
Characteristics of the Early Church  

Acts 7:1-60 
Stephen’s Response to the Sanhedrin 

 

Copyright © 2017 Larry Roach  
www.ChristianLifeskills.com 

place for the God of Jacob. But it was Solomon who built a house for him. “However, the 

Most High does not live in houses made by human hands. As the prophet says: 

‘Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool. What kind of house will you 
build for me?’ says the Lord. ‘Or where will my resting place be? Has not my 
hand made all these things?’ (cf. Isaiah 66:1-2) 

In this section Stephen traces the history of the temple in order to show his respect for it 
as ordained by God. From the tabernacle in the wilderness, where God’s glory was 
revealed to the Jews, it was a constant symbol of God’s holy presence. Later came 
Solomon’s Temple which was destroyed by the Babylonians and Jews being taken into 
captivity by Babylon. Solomon understood that the temple could not contain God. He 
said, "But will God really dwell on earth? The heavens, even the highest heaven, cannot 
contain you. How much less this temple I have built!” (1 Kings 8:27). The temple during 
the time of Stephen, called Herod’s Temple, was destroyed in 70AD by the Romans. 

Stephen has laid out a series of parallels in how their Jewish ancestors had rejected the 
words of God and the prophets. His warning is clear, “You are following in the footsteps 
of your ancestors by rejecting God’s prophet above all prophets the messiah.” In doing 
so, they rejected God himself. This was one more opportunity to repent and turn to God. 
Instead we see that they hardened their heart toward God. All that is left now is the 
judgment of God. 

Indictment against His accusers the Jews (vv. 51-53) 

After laying a historical foundation Stephen spoke a devastating indictment. They were 
just like their fathers in the days of Joseph, Moses and David. 

“You stiff-necked people! [Or obstinate, cf. Ex. 32:9; 33:5] [The term pictures one who 
refuses to bow before the Lord] Your hearts and ears are still uncircumcised. [They 
prided themselves on their physical circumcision and ritual behavior] You are just like 
your ancestors: You always resist the Holy Spirit!  

Was there ever a prophet your ancestors did not persecute? They even killed those who 
predicted the coming of the Righteous One. And now you have betrayed and murdered 
him— you who have received the law that was given through angels but have not 
obeyed it.” 

Drawing on concepts from the Old Testament, Stephen rebuked them as “stiff-
necked” and as “uncircumcised in heart and ears” (cf. Exodus 32:9; Jeremiah 9:26). In 
using the two phrases together, he may have in mind a passage like Deuteronomy 
10:16: “Circumcise the foreskin of your heart, and be stiff-necked no longer.” In almost 
20 times in the Old Testament, God calls Israel stiff-necked. These religious leaders 
were acting just as their forefathers acted. Israel prided itself on the sign of circumcision 
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because it separated them from the Gentiles. Stephen essentially said, “You are just 
like the Gentiles in your rejection of the Lord.” 

Jesus also had similar words of condemnation in Luke 11:47-51.  

“Woe to you, because you build tombs for the prophets, and it was your ancestors who 
killed them. So you testify that you approve of what your ancestors did; they killed the 
prophets, and you build their tombs. Because of this, God in his wisdom said, ‘I will send 
them prophets and apostles, some of whom they will kill and others they will 
persecute.’ Therefore this generation will be held responsible for the blood of all the 
prophets that has been shed since the beginning of the world, from the blood of Abel to 
the blood of Zechariah, who was killed between the altar and the sanctuary. Yes, I tell 
you, this generation will be held responsible for it all. 

Acts 7:53 has some difficulties. The literal interpretation is as follows: “Who received the 
law in (by) dispositions of angels and did not keep” (Literal Greek to English Translation 
based on Nestles Greek New Testament). Other translations render the word 
“dispositions” as “ordained or ordinances.” NIV translates the word as “given through” 
for clarity. We also see the use of the word “angels” in vv. 30, 35 and 38, which may be 
worth further study for the reader. 

According to biblical scholars, one view states that the phrase appears to express the 
current Jewish belief that angels were the intermediate agents through whom Israel 
received the Law; that it was their voice that was heard on Sinai. Paul, also spoke of the 
Law as “ordained by angels” (Galatians 3:19), (CF. Hebrews 2:2 and Josephus,2 Ant. 
xv. 3). The idea rested mainly on the LXX3. version of Deuteronomy 33:2, “On his right 
hand were angels with him” and “the thousands of angels” as connected with Sinai 
in Psalm 68:17 (Benson Commentary). Another view states that perhaps the simple 
meaning is that there were ranks of angels attending on the Divine Majesty when he 
gave the law. It was not then by the mouths nor by the hands of angels, as prime 
agents, that Moses, and through him the people, received the law; but God himself gave 
it, accompanied with many thousands of those glorious beings, (Clarke’s Commentary). 
It is reasonable to conclude that the angels were witnesses of the giving of the law that 
the Jews had and are now violating. 

The main point of this passage is that they were guilty of breaking the Law that pointed 
to Christ (cf. John 5:39, 46). They had no real respect for the Moses or the law or they 
would have never killed the one Moses promised (cf. Gen. 18:15). Despite their boast 
that “if we had been living in the days of our fathers, we would not have been partners 
with them in the shedding the blood of the prophets” (Mt. 23:30), they had done worse. 

                                                             
2 Flavius Josephus -- first century Jewish priest, scholar and historian 
3
 Septuagint. Greek Translation of the Old Testament 

http://biblehub.com/galatians/3-19.htm
http://biblehub.com/hebrews/2-2.htm
http://biblehub.com/deuteronomy/33-2.htm
http://biblehub.com/psalms/68-17.htm
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Their fathers had murdered God’s prophets, they had murdered God’s son. And now 
they were ready to murder one more of God’s messengers. Unfortunately they did not 
hear Stephen’s sermon and repent. 

The Stoning of Stephen (vv. 54-58) 

When the members of the Sanhedrin heard this, they were furious and gnashed their 
teeth at him. But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory 
of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God. “Look,” he said, “I see heaven open 
and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” At this they covered their ears 
and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him, dragged him out of the city 
and began to stone him. Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young 

man named Saul. 

The Sanhedrin was so unlike the hearers of the Gospel of Christ that Peter preached to. 
Those who heard Peter’s declaration were “cut to the heart” (crushed) and asked “What 
shall we do?” (Acts 2:37) Peter instructed them to repent and be baptized and gave the 
promise of the Holy Spirit. These men of the Sanhedrin were also cut to the heart but 
raised up in obstinacy and rebellion against God. There was no asking “What shall we 
do?” for their hearts were bent on following in the likeness of their ancestors who 
hardened their hearts toward God in rebellion and killed God’s prophets. Their behavior 
showed the true state of their heart. 

(Vv. 59-60) 

While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” Then he 
fell on his knees and cried out, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” When he had 

said this, he fell asleep [he died]. 

Stephen kept his eyes upon God to the very end and demonstrated the very likeness of 
Christ in praying for his persecutors. 

In the next section of our study we will see the beginning of the persecution of the early 
church. The result will be the scattering of the church into all nations. God had not 
intended for the church to remain in one place. God desired that the gospel of Jesus 
Christ be preached to all nations. The church in Jerusalem had grown rapidly because 
of the great outpouring and work of the Holy Spirit. Of course people wanted to stay in 
such a wonderful atmosphere; therefore they were staying in Jerusalem instead of 
returning to their homeland. We see with Stephen a transition begins to take place. We 
also see a transition from Peter to a man called Paul. 
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What’s Your Next Step?  Every passage of Scripture requires a response back to 

God. Respond back to God with statements or questions about the focal verses. This is 
really a form of prayer that might include asking for understanding, forgiveness, wisdom, 
direction, and strength in regards to what you are reading in the focal verse. 

Focal Bible Study Guide Form 
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