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3 Acts Lesson 3 Chapters 6-7-8. 

6:1. The Hellenists complained/murmured. Literally, “there was a grumbling 
(gongusmos)”: the term was used for the grumbling of the Israelites against the 
Lord in the wilderness (Exod 16:7–12; Num 11:1; 17:5). Luke shows considerable 
narrative skill in placing the dispute at this point. The conflict is seen to result from 
the natural stress created by rapid community growth, with needs outstripping their 
ability to take care of them. This is the first time that mathētēs (“disciple”) appears 
in Acts, but it will recur frequently hereafter.1 (See the Handout – The Evolving 
Christian Community.) 

 

6:2–4. The Twelve establish a principle which they consider basic: their apostolic 
ministry is so absorbing that they have no time to do other things. In this particular 
case an honorable and useful function—distribution of food—cannot be allowed to 
get in the way of another even more important task essential to the life of the 
Church and of each of its members. The main responsibility of the pastors of the 
Church is the preaching of the word of God, the administration of the sacraments 
and the government of the people of God. Any other commitment they take on 
should be compatible with their pastoral work and supportive of it, in keeping with 
the example given by Christ: he cured people’s physical ailments in order to reach 
their souls, and he preached justice and peace as signs of the Kingdom of God.2 

6:5. they chose Stephen: Like Barnabas, introduced quietly in 4:36, Stephen is a 
pivotal figure in the narrative, helping to link the Jerusalem ministry with that in the 
Diaspora. His death (7:59) closes the Jerusalem section of the story, and provides 
the impetus for the geographical spread of the gospel (8:2). Even later in the story, 
he is looked back on as a turning point (Acts 11:19; 22:20). (Ibid. Johnson pp. 106-
107) 

6:6. laid their hands on them: The gesture symbolizes the transfer of power. It 
appears in sacrificial rites (Exod 29:10, 19; Lev 1:4, 11; 4:15; 16:21), and in Num 

 
1 Johnson, L. T. (1992). The Acts of the Apostles (D. J. Harrington, Ed.; Vol. 5, p. 105). The Liturgical Press. 

2 The Acts of the Apostles. (2005). (pp. 52–78). Navarre, Dublin; New York: Scepter Publishers. 
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8:10 as part of the ordination of priests. In Acts, the gesture accompanies the 
bestowal of the Spirit in baptism (8:17, 19; 19:6), healings (9:12, 17; 28:8), and 
commissioning for ministry (13:3). (Ibid. Johnson) 
 

6:8–14. From the text it would appear that Stephen preached mainly among 
Hellenist Jews; this was his own background. Reference is made to synagogues of 
Jews of the Dispersion (Diaspora). These synagogues were used for worship and as 
meeting places. The very fact that these Hellenist Jews were living in the Holy City 
shows what devotion they had to the Law of their forebears. 

The charge of blasphemy—also made against our Lord—was the most serious 
that could be made against a Jew. As happened in Jesus’ case, the accusers here 
resort to producing false witnesses, who twist Stephen’s words and accuse him of a 
crime the penalty for which is death. 
 

6: 15. like the face of an angel: As at the transfiguration of Jesus (9:29), the change 
of countenance indicates that Stephen is an authoritative spokesperson for God. 
(Ibid. Johnson p. 110) St John Chrysostom, commenting on this verse, recalls that 
the face of Moses, when he comes down from Sinai (cf. Ex 34:29–35), reflected the 
glory of God and likewise made the people afraid: “It was grace, it was the glory of 
Moses. I think that God clothed him in this splendor because perhaps he had 
something to say, and in order that his very appearance would strike terror into 
them. For it is possible, very possible, for figures full of heavenly grace to be 
attractive to friendly eyes and terrifying to the eyes of enemies” (Hom. on Acts, 15). 
 

7:1–53. One thing that stands out is that Stephen does not defend himself directly. 
He answers his accusers with a Christian vision of salvation history, in which the 
temple and the Law have already fulfilled their purpose. He tells them that he 
continues to respect the Mosaic Law and the temple, but that as a Christian his idea 
of God’s law is more universal and more profound, his concept of the temple more 
spiritual (for God can be worshipped anywhere in the world). This approach, which 
respects and perfects the religious values of Judaism (because it probes their true 
meaning and brings them to fulfilment), is reinforced by the way he presents the 
figure of Moses. Stephen shows Moses as a “type” of Christ: Christ is the new 
Moses. Small elucidations of the Greek text of the Old Testament help in this 
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direction: expressions like “they refused” or “deliverer” (v. 35) are not applied to 
Moses in the books of the Old Testament, but they are used here to suggest Christ. 
The Israelites’ rebellious and aggressive treatment of Moses, who had a mission 
from God, is being repeated—much more seriously—in their rejection of the 
Gospel. 

 
 

7:42–43. “The host of heaven”: Scripture normally uses this expression to refer to 
the stars, which were worshipped in some ancient religions. God sometimes 
allowed the Israelites to forget him and worship false gods. The quotation from “the 
book of the prophets” to which Stephen refers is from Amos 5:25–27 (which in 
Acts is taken from the Septuagint Greek). Amos charges that even during their forty 
years in the desert, the Israelite sacrifices were not to God but rather involved, “the 
tent of Moloch and the star of [your] god Rephan, the images that you made to 
worship.” 
 

This charge seems to compress many occurrences of idolatry. Stephen accuses the 
exodus generation of worshiping several false gods—the calf, Moloch, and 
Rephan—rather than God. He also merges various punishments for worship of false 
gods—the sinful first generation’s forty years’ wandering in the desert with Moses, 
and the much later exile beyond Babylon.3 
 

It is not easy to work out exactly what Amos meant. We know from the Pentateuch 
that the Israelites a number of times offered sacrifices to Yahweh when they were in 
Sinai during the Exodus (cf. Ex 24:4–5; chap. 29; Lev chaps. 8–9; Num chap. 7), 
but all these sacrifices were offered at the foot of Mount Sinai, before they started 
out on their long pilgrimage through the wilderness, before they reached the 
promised land. Perhaps St Stephen is referring to those long years (about forty 
years) during which nothing is said in the Old Testament about their offering 
sacrifice to Yahweh. Even during the Exodus—a period when God frequently 
showed his special favor—the Israelites strayed from Yahweh. (Ibid. Navarre pp. 
66-67) 

 
3 Kurz, W. S. (2013). Acts of the Apostles. (P. S. Williamson & M. Healy, Eds.) (pp. 127–128). 
Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic. 
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7:55–56. Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing at the 
right hand of God (Acts 7:56). This declaration is the only passage in Acts in 
which the title “Son of man” is used and one of the few examples of its use in the 
New Testament by someone other than Jesus Himself. Stephen’s declaration, like 
Jesus’ prophecy, is a combined reference to Psalm 110:1 and Daniel 7:13. In the 
former, the son of David is exalted at the “right hand” of God, while in the latter, 
“one like a son of man” comes from earth to the throne of God, signifying his 
vindication by God. Thus, Stephen’s declaration identifies Jesus as the exalted 
Messiah and the Son of man vindicated in heaven, while implying His impending 
vindication on earth. The Ascension inaugurated the presence of Jesus’ humanity in 
heaven, from which He reigns in glory. Stephen now testifies to the manifestation 
of that presence on earth, as the kingdom of God breaks into the earthly realm.4 
 

7:57–58. They cried out.  The members of the Sanhedrin covered their ears at what 
they regarded as blasphemy, refusing to listen to Stephen’s prophetic witness. Thus 
they ironically confirmed Stephen’s accusation that they were “uncircumcised in 
heart and ears” (Acts 7:51). Jesus’ crucifixion outside the city of Jerusalem (Luke 
23:33) was foreshadowed by the attempt of the Nazarenes to kill him outside 
Nazareth (Luke 4:29). Similarly here, the Sanhedrin took Stephen and threw him 
out of the city. They began to stone him, which was the biblical penalty for 
blasphemy: “Take the blasphemer outside the camp, and … let the whole 
community stone him” (Lev 24:14).  (Ibid. Kurz p. 134)  

7:57–59. The ‘trial’ of Stephen ends without any formal sentence of death: this 
Jewish tribunal was unable to pass such sentences because the Romans restricted its 
competence. In any event, no sentence proves necessary: the crowd becomes a 
lynching party; it takes over and proceeds to stone Stephen, with the tacit approval 
of the Sanhedrin. 
 

 
4 Pimentel, S. (2002). Witnesses of the Messiah: On Acts of the Apostles 1–15 (pp. 79–80). Emmaus Road 
Publishing. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/wtnsssmsshctsps?ref=Bible.Ac6-7&off=15757&ctx=w+and+the+Prophets.%0a%7EStephen+declares+to+
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Tradition regards Stephen as the first Christian martyr, an example of fortitude and 
suffering for love of Christ. “Could you keep all God’s commandments,” St 
Cyprian asks, “were it not for the strength of patience? That was what enabled 
Stephen to hold out. In spite of being stoned he did not call down vengeance on his 
executioners, but rather forgiveness.” (De bono patientiae, 16) (Ibid. Navarre p. 68) 
 

Like Jesus, Stephen dies commending his soul to God and praying for his 
persecutors. At this point St Luke brings in Saul, who cooperates in the proceedings 
by watching the executioners’ clothes; Saul will soon experience the benefit of 
Stephen’s intercession. “If Stephen had not prayed to God, the Church would not 
have had Paul” (St Augustine, Sermons, 315, 7). Stephen has died, but his example 
and teaching continue to speak across the world. 

 

8:1. Saul was consenting. The fact that Saul was consenting to Stephen’s execution 
includes Saul explicitly among those for whom Stephen intercedes, praying that the 
Lord Jesus will not hold this sin against them (Acts 7:60). Just as Jesus’ forgiveness 
of the Jerusalem mob standing near his cross (Luke 23:34) laid the groundwork for 
Peter’s offer of mercy to the Jerusalem crowd at Pentecost (Acts 2:37–38), so 
Stephen’s intercession for Saul prepares the way for Saul’s conversion and call in 
Acts 9. (Ibid. Kurz p. 135) 

8:1-4. And on that day. Stephen’s death signals the start of a violent persecution of 
the Christian community and Hellenist members in particular. Christians were 
scattered precisely in order to spread the word further afield” (St John Chrysostom, 
Hom. on Acts, 18). Sometimes misfortune plays its part in the spread of the Gospel. 
God’s plans always exceed man’s calculations and expectations. What comes from 
God cannot be destroyed; its adversaries in fact contribute to its consolidation and 
progress. (See Handout – All Things Work Together) 

8:5. Philip went down to a city. This is not Philip the apostle (1:13) but one of the 
seven deacons appointed to look after Christians in need (6:5). The Gospel is 
proclaimed to the Samaritans—who also were awaiting the Messiah. This means 
that it now spreads beyond the borders of Judea once and for all, and our Lord’s 
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promise (Acts 1:8) is fulfilled: “you shall be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all 
Judea and Samaria.” 

8:9–13. But there was a man named Simon. Simon the magician is a charlatan 
who pretends to have spiritual powers and who trades on the gullibility and 
superstition of his audience. The power which Peter and John have is different from 
Simon Magus’. Further on (vv. 15–17), St Luke contrasts the magician and his 
desire to make money with the apostles who are themselves monetarily poor but 
who enrich others with the Spirit. The apostles do not perform miracles through 
powers which they have in their personal control; they always perform them by 
virtue of God’s power, which they obtain by means of prayer. The miracles which 
Christians work are accompanied by prayer and never involve conjuring or spells. 
Luke makes the same point when recounting the episodes of Elymas (13:6ff), the 
diviner in Philippi (16:16ff) and the sons of Sceva (19:13ff). (See Handout – Do 
You Believe in Magic) 
 

8:14–17. When the apostles at Jerusalem. Here we see the apostles exercising 
through Peter and John the authority they have over the entire Church. The two 
apostles proceed to confirm the disciples recently baptized by Philip: we may 
presume that in addition to laying their hands on them to communicate the Holy 
Spirit, the apostles made sure that they had a correct grasp of the central points of 
the Gospel message…This passage bears witness to the existence of Baptism and 
the gift of the Holy Spirit (or Confirmation) as two distinct sacramental rites; 
distinct yet complimentary. “As nature intends that all her children should grow up 
and attain full maturity […], so the Catholic Church, the common mother of all, 
earnestly wishes that, in those whom she has regenerated by Baptism, the perfection 
of Christian adulthood be completed” (St Pius V, Catechism, 2, 3, 17). 

8:18–22. He offered them money. Simon is so impressed by the powerful 
manifestations of the Spirit in those on whom the apostles have laid their hands 
that he misinterprets their action as a potent form of magic, to which he would like 
to buy access. He offers the apostles money in exchange for spiritual power: “Give 
me this power too, so that anyone upon whom I lay my hands may receive the 
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holy Spirit.” The sin of simony, the buying or selling of church offices or other 
spiritual goods, is named after this corrupt action of Simon. 
 
 

8:20–22 Simon’s proposition leads to Peter’s harsh rebuke, “May your money 
perish with you, because you thought that you could buy the gift of God with 
money.” This illustrates the essential distinction between magic and God’s gifts. 
Magic is something the practitioner can control through methods or techniques, and   
can even buy. To debase the gift of God to the level of magical practices is a form 
of blasphemy. Because Simon treated the gift of the Spirit as a commodity, Peter 
tells him that his heart is not upright and he has no share or lot in this matter—
that is, in the benefits of the gospel—because he has not really repented of his 
attachment to the occult. (Ibid. Kurz pp. 142-143) 
 

8:27. And behold an Ethopian. The term “eunuch”, like its equivalent in Hebrew, 
was often used independently of its original physiological meaning and could refer 
to any court official (cf., e.g., Gen 39:1; 2 Kings 25:19). This particular man was an 
important official, the equivalent of a minister of finance. We do not know if he was 
a member of the Jewish race, a proselyte (a Jew not by race but by being a convert) 
or—perhaps—a God-fearer (cf. the note on Acts 2:5–11). 

8:31. How can I understand it, unless someone guides me? To a Jew of this 
period the very idea of a Messiah who suffers and dies at the hands of his enemies 
was quite repugnant. This explains why the Ethiopian has difficulty in 
understanding this passage—and, indeed, the entire song of the Servant of Yahweh, 
from which it comes (cf. Isaiah 53).  

This passage expresses an important theme in Luke-Acts: to understand the 
Scriptures fully, one must be taught by someone who knows how the Scriptures 
have been fulfilled in Jesus. As the disciples on their way to Emmaus could not 
understand the Scriptures without the help of the risen Jesus, who explained to them 
how all the various parts of the Old Testament referred to himself (Luke 24:25–27, 
32), so this man cannot understand the Isaiah passage unless someone instructs him. 
He invites Philip into his chariot to teach him.  (Ibid. Kurz p.147)  



8 
 

8:37. And Philip said: If thou believest with all thy heart, thou mayest. And he 
answering, said: I believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God. (see footnote ‘h’ 
in text bottom of page)5 “The eunuch deserves our admiration for his readiness to 
believe,” St John Chrysostom comments. “He has not seen Jesus Christ nor has he 
witnessed any miracle; what then is the reason for his change? It is because, being 
observant in matters of religion, he applies himself to the study of the sacred books 
and makes them his book of meditation and reading” (Hom. on Acts, 19). 

8:39. The Spirit of the Lord caught up Philip. The Spirit had guided Philip to 
evangelize and baptize this foreign official, and now the Spirit transfers him to his 
next mission. St John Chrysostom pauses to note that the Spirit takes Philip away 
without giving him time to rejoice with the man he has just baptized: “Why did the 
Spirit of the Lord bear him away? Because he had to go on to preach in other cities. 
We should not be surprised that this happened in a divine rather than a human way” 
(Hom. on Acts, 19). 

The Ethiopian official “went on his way rejoicing” that God had made him his 
son through Baptism. He had received the gift of faith, and with the help of divine 
grace he was ready to live up to all the demands of that faith, even in adverse 
circumstances. (Ibid. Navarre p. 78) 

8:40. The Spirit transfers Philip to his next mission at Azotus, on the seaside road 
between Gaza and Joppa, and on to Caesarea, where he will be living when we 
next meet him in Acts 21:8.” (Ibid. Kurz p. 149)  

 
5 The Holy Bible, Translated from the Latin Vulgate (Ac 8:37). (2009). Logos Bible Software. 
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