


GOD’S PEOPLE FIND 
LIFE IN CHRIST, EVEN 

THROUGH 
PERSECUTION AND 

DEATH

ACTS 7:54-8:3



INTRODUCTION

• In this section of Acts, Luke draws our attention to 
what the early church faced for proclaiming the 
Gospel: persecution and death.

• In reading about the end of Stephen’s story and the 
scattering of the Church , we see that God is faithful 
to provide life even in circumstances that seem to 
accomplish the opposite.



BELIEVERS CAN 
COURAGEOUSLY FACE 

EARTHLY DEATH 
BECAUSE GOD 

PROVIDES ETERNAL 
LIFE



RESPONSE

• Stephen has just finished his famous speech before 
the Sanhedrin (Acts 7:1–53), indicting the Jews for 
their unbelief.

• Their hearts have been hardened by the idolatry of 
their land, law, and temple above true worship.

• Luke recounts the Jews’ response to Stephen’s 
speech. They are enraged to the point of “grinding 
their teeth.”



RESPONSE

• They think they are already “the people of God,” 
even though John the Baptist has already tried to 
warn them (Luke 3).

• Stephen’s prophetic tone angers them and they reject 
the conviction that his Spirit-inspired words are 
meant to bring.

• The response to Stephen’s preaching continues to 
parallel the response to Jesus’ preaching: rejection, 
anger, and violence.



VISION

• Full of the Holy Spirit, his attention is fixed elsewhere 
as he gazes awestruck “into heaven.”

• He sees the glory of the heavenly throne room and 
Jesus, standing at the right hand of God.

• Martyrdom is a precious thing to the Lord (Psalm 
116:15) and Christ stands next to God bearing witness 
to Stephen’s innocent death.
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VISION

• Though Stephen is condemned by an earthly court (a 
court supposedly comprised of God’s chosen people), 
he is vindicated by a heavenly court whose sovereign 
advocate is Jesus (1 John 2:1).

• Stephen says that he sees the Son of Man “standing” 
at the right hand of God, a clear reference to Daniel 
7:13–14 where the Son of Man stands before the 
Ancient of Days in the divine role of judge.



ACTIONS

• They attack Stephen in a mob-like frenzy with all 
their might and stone him to death.

• To make throwing stones less cumbersome, they strip 
their robes and lay them on the ground. 

• Stephen utters his last words and becomes the 
Church’s first martyr.



BELIEVERS CAN FACE 
EARTHLY PERSECUTION 

BECAUSE GOD 
PROMISES HEAVENLY 

RESULTS



SAUL

• Luke revisits the person of Saul, whom we last saw in 
7:58. In the stoning of Stephen, Saul is an approving 
accomplice.

• He revels in the stoning because at this point in his 
life, Saul is murderously zealous for Judaism, and 
wants to destroy anything that could threaten Jewish 
customs and beliefs.



SAUL

• Luke shows us that the stoning of Stephen opens a 
floodgate of hatred against the early church.

• On the very day of Stephen’s death, a great wave of 
persecution begins. This movement, according to the 
persecutors, must be stopped.

• Christians now “scatter throughout the regions of 
Judea and Samaria,” taking the Gospel with them. 
The Good News is spreading exactly where Jesus 
commanded that it go.



BURIED

• Luke wraps up Stephen’s story, recording that he is 
buried by “godly men,” just as Jesus was.

• Jewish law banned funerals for condemned 
criminals, which means this seemingly normal act 
was actually a courageous and risky thing to do 
given the persecution that had broken out. 

• Here we see the early church, even in its infancy, 
match the courage Stephen displayed in death by 
risking their lives to bury him properly.



CHRISTMAS
QUESTIONS



CHRISTMAS QUIZ



CHRISTMAS QUIZ

• Where was Mary when the angel appeared to her?

• In Nazareth, inside a structure (Luke 1:26, 28).

• Two Churches of the Annunciation

- Well

- Mary’s home



CHRISTMAS QUIZ

• What chorus did the angels sing to the shepherds?

• None

• They said “Glory to God in the highest and on earth 
peace among men of good will” (Luke 2:14).



CHRISTMAS QUIZ

• How many wise men came to see Jesus?

• Scripture doesn’t say.

• Augustine and Chrysostom say twelve.

• Other traditions say three: Malchior, Caspar, and 
Balthasar.



CHRISTMAS QUIZ

• How many gifts did the wise men bring?

• Gold, frankincense, and myrrh designated the kinds 
of gifts, but not the number (Matthew 2:1-2, 11).



MYSTERY OF THE MAGI



MYSTERY OF THE MAGI

• If you go back and read Matthew 2, you notice:

- No mention of camels 

- No mention of the number of wisemen, named 
Caspar, Balthasar, and Melchior

- No hint that they are kings

- It doesn’t say they came from Persia

- It doesn’t say they followed a star



MYSTERY OF THE MAGI

• The typical Christmas crèche has the shepherds and 
the wisemen together.

• But there are no shepherds when the Magi arrive in 
Bethlehem. Mary and the “child” are not in a manger 
but a house.



MYSTERY OF THE MAGI

Emperor Justinian (6th century) commissioned the 
mosaic of three Magi in the Basilica of St. Apollinaris.



NABATEANS

• Dwight Longenecker argues in his book that the wise 
men were Nabateans, and that kingdom was just east 
of Judea.

• At the time of the birth of Jesus, the city of Petra was 
the thriving capital of the Nabatean kingdom.

• They had clever water system that allowed them to 
thrive. They dominated the trade routes bringing 
spices like frankincense and myrrh to the sea.



Petra

Jerusalem





ISAIAH 60

• Lift up your eyes all around, and see; they all gather 
together, they come to you; your sons shall come 
from afar, and your daughters shall be carried on the 
hip.

• Then you shall see and be radiant; your heart shall 
thrill and exult, because the abundance of the sea 
shall be turned to you, the wealth of the nations shall 
come to you. A multitude of camels shall cover you, 
the young camels of Midian and Ephah; all those 
from Sheba shall come.    



ISAIAH 60

• They shall bring gold and frankincense, and shall 
bring good news, the praises of the Lord.

• All the flocks of Kedar shall be gathered to you; the 
rams of Nebaioth shall minister to you; they shall 
come up with acceptance on my altar, and I will 
beautify my beautiful house.



ISAIAH 60

• Who will lead the nations in worship?

• The Jews and their kinsmen who settled in Arabia. 
“Ephah” is the son of Midian, one of Abraham’s sons 
(Genesis 25:4). This tribe brings frankincense down 
the trade routes.

• “Sheba” refers to Jews from Yemen or the kingdom of 
Saba in southern Arabia.

• The “Nabaioth” are the tribe that became the 
Nabateans.



NABATEANS

• The Nabateans would have political and economic 
interest in who was on the throne in Judea. They also 
has ancestral links to Abrahamic Judaism.

• These were gifts of tribute. Gold, frankincense, and 
myrrh were the richest gifts that could be offered to a 
newborn king.

• Josephus records how when Herod completed the 
city of Caesarea Maritima, envoys from many 
countries came with gifts.



NABATEANS

• Gold, frankincense, and myrrh point to the identity of 
the wise men not only because they were 
representative tribute gifts of the Arabian kingdom, 
but because of the Nabatean trade routes that ran 
directly past Jerusalem and Bethlehem. 

• They didn’t travel long distances and traveled on 
roads familiar to them. They probably didn’t ride on 
camels since horses were often used so they could 
ride in style.



NABATEANS

• Their reaction to the star also fits. The Nabatean 
civilization was founded during the moon-
worshipping King Nabonidus in the 6th century BC.

• There is a rock carving of Nabonidus facing a star 
(actually a planet) and crescent moon—the 
astrological signs of royalty.

• Star were not only gods and goddesses but also vital 
navigational markers.



NABATEANS

• In fact, the main religious sites in Petra were the so-
called “high places.”

• Why not Persia? Christians in Asia-Minor, Greece, 
and Rome would have assumed East referred to 
Persia-Parthia.

• Matthew’s audience were first century Jewish 
Christians who lived in Judea. For them East was 
Arabia.



NABATEANS

• Why didn’t Matthew say the wise men were 
Nabateans? He didn’t need to.

• The audience were Jews from Judea.

• They knew that Herod the Great’s mother was a 
Nabatean princess.

• They knew that Herod’s son Antipas married the 
daughter of the Nabatean king Aretas IV.



MYSTERY OF THE MAGI


