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Introduction to Session 2:

“The blood of the martyrs,” wrote the church father Tertullian, “is the seed of the church.” Although they
play a less significant role in the modern-day American church, martyrs have historically been regarded as the
great exemplars of Christian faithfulness. And in Acts 6-7, we are introduced to the very first Christian martyr: St.
Stephen. In this session, we look at Stephen, not simply as a model martyr but more broadly as a model of
Christian discipleship. Stephen is a model for all Christians, for what Stephen embodies in Acts is the call to bear
witness to Jesus by imitating him. Through his service, his suffering, and his love, Stephen offers us a model of

Christlike behavior.

In the 2" century, a Christian theologian named
Tertullian work a famous work called The Apology (a
defense of the Christian religion. In that work, he
spoke about Christian martyrs:

Tertullian

“The more you mow us down, the thicker we rise.
The Christian blood you spill is like the seed you sow,
it springs from the earth, and produces even more.”
Popular Summary: “The blood of the martyrs is the
seed of the church.”

It is not debatable how important the martyrs have
been in Christian history. They have been considered
models of Christian discipleship.

Australian May Hayman

In Acts chapters 6-7, we read the story of the first
Christian martyr: Saint Stephen. In many ways, he
set the pattern for all martyrs that followed him.
Stephen is also a prototype of what it means to be a
disciple.

What does Stephen teach us about discipleship?
How is he a model of a true Christian?




Suggestion:

Stephen is a model of a true Christian because in his
life he carries out the mission of the church as we
see in the book of Acts. The mission of the church is
to “bear witness” to what God is doing in Christ.

The word “martyr” in Greek means someone who is
a witness.

Stephen does this in his words (long speech in Acts
7) but also by the form of his life. Stephen bears
witness by imitating Jesus — he shows us what it
means to be Christ-like.

You hear the call in Christian circles to be like Christ.
Jesus himself and the Apostle Paul both made this
call. Paul exhorts early Christians to follow after the
pattern of Christ in both their thought and behavior.
He tells Christians in Corinth “to be imitators of me
as | am of Christ.”

Luke gives us a concrete example of how early
Christians responded to the call to follow Jesus and

be like him. 3 aspects of Luke’s portrayal of Stephen:

#1: STEPHEN’S CHRISTLIKE SERVICE

We are first introduced to Stephen in Acts 6. We are
told about a group of Jewish Christians called the
Hellenists. They spoke Greek fluently and had more
of a Greek culture. They complained that the poorer
members and widows were being neglected in the
daily distribution. “Distribution” here means serving
or “serving at a table.”

The Apostles suggest selecting men who can be
entrusted with the distribution. These men are
considered the first deacons. Stephen (a Hellenist

with a Greek name) is first on the list. Stephen’s
calling is to serve.

This is how Jesus describes the purpose of his own
ministry to his followers:

am,

The Son of Man came not to be served
(diakonétheénai), but to serve (diakonésai)
and to give his life as a ransom for many.

MARK 10:45

The word “diakonia” Jesus uses for “service” in Mark
10 is the same Greek work as from Luke 6. All
throughout the Gospels, the disciples struggle to
understand this and to follow this pattern of service.

#2: STEPHEN’S CHRISTLIKE SUFFERING

It is interesting to compare and find parallels
between Stephen’s martyrdom to the trial and
crucifixion of Jesus.

e Steven is doing great wonders and signs
among the people (Acts 6:8).

e Some Jews object but they are unable to
withstand the wisdom of his teaching.

e These Jews instigate others to make
allegations against him.

e Stephen is accused using false charges — that
he is blaspheming against the temple and
the Mosaic Law.

e Stephen eventually responds in a speech in a
manner similar to Jesus.

Stephen’s Words in Acts 7:56:
“Behold, | see the heavens opened, and the Son of
Man standing at the right hand of God.”

Christ’'s Words in Luke 22:67-69 when asked if he is
the Messiah:

“If I tell you, you will not believe, and if | ask you, you
will not answer. But from now on the Son of Man
shall be seated at the right hand of the power of
God.”




Luke wrote both the Gospel of Luke and the book of
Acts, so it seems that the similarities in the
statements are intentional by the author. He is
calling our attention to how Stephen suffered and
how his response to the suffering follows after the
pattern set by Christ.

You can see the same pattern in Stephen’s final
words as he is being killed. It happens twice.

John 13:35
“By this all people will know that you are my
disciples, if you have love for one another.”

Acts 7:59 (Stephen)
“Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.”

Luke 23:47 (Jesus)
“Father, into your hands | commit my spirit.”

Acts 7:60 (Stephen)
“Lord, do not hold this sin against them.”

Luke 23:34 (Jesus)
“Father, forgive them, for they know not what they
do.”

Like Jesus,
e Stephen faced opposition, hostility, and
violence because of his witness.
e Stephen was falsely accused.
e Stephen did not respond in violence but with
faith in God and with forgiveness to his
persecutors.

Perhaps this should not come as a surprise. Jesus
told his followers if they imitated him they should
expect opposition to him. Being like Jesus sounds
nice, but it won’t necessarily win you friends.

Florence Nightingale

“People talk about imitating Christ, and imitate him
in the little trifling formal things, such as washing the
feet, saying His prayer, and so on; but if anyone
attempts the real imitation of Him, there are not
bounds to the outcry with which the presumption of
that person is condemned.”

Loving others as Christ loved us — this is one of the
foremost ways that the church carries out its mission
of bearing witness.

What does it look like to love as Jesus loved? In
today’s world, we often associate love with feelings
of affection or with words or actions that affirm
others. But this isn’t the form of love we see in
Stephen.

Stephen loves by devoting himself to the practical
needs of others in SERVICE. And he also loves those
who resist him — he loves by forgiving his
persecutors. But Stephen’s love is NOT affirming.

In his last speech in Acts 7, Stephen calls attention to
the failures of the crowd. He tells them they are
rejecting what God is doing, just as their fathers had
rejected all the prophets before them. Stephen is
calling attention to their sin and their need for
repentance. This is not a modern ideal of love. He
models the love he saw in Christ.

What does this mean for us?

It is likely that we will never be called to give up our
lives as martyrs. But we are called to be “witnesses”
(the literal meaning of the word “martyr”). Luke
includes the story of Stephen not merely to show
how the early church responded to persecution, but
also to give us a concrete example of what it looks
like to bear witness in the way that we live — what it
means to be like Jesus.

Stephen is a model Christian.
He fulfilled the call to bear witness to Jesus by
serving as Jesus served, but suffering as Jesus
suffered, and by loving as Jesus loved.

#3: STEPHEN’S CHRISTLIKE LOVE

In John 13, Jesus gives his disciples a new command:
to love one another as he has loved them. He then
goes on to say,

For the next lesson, please read Acts chapters 8.




