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DEALING WITH REJECTION 

Acts 6:8-7:50 

 

 

1 Peter 3:15 says to always be ready to give a reason for our hope in Christ. To be an effective 

Christian witness, you need to know something of what you believe and why – to know what the 

good news is and can share it. That’s really helpful. But at the same time, we all know the fears 

and frustrations of evangelism even if we are prepared. Just the word evangelism can spark feelings 

of fear and frustration in many believers. We know the frustration of sharing the gospel with 

someone and it seems like it goes right over their head. It just doesn’t connect, or they say I have 

to think about it. Then there’s the pain of rejection. Not only does the good news not connect, it’s 

offensive to them and they respond harshly. Experiences like that start to hinder our witnessing if 

we’re not careful. Actually, the new believer who is excited with his new life in Christ will 

typically witness powerfully for 30-90 days, until the excitement wears off or he encounters 

opposition.i How do we deal with the unbelief and the rejection? That’s sort of what we want to 

look at today from the book of Acts: Evangelism (sharing our faith in Christ) is a massive aspect 

of the Christian life and we’ll look at some vital lessons for an enduring Christian witness if 

we’re going to advance the gospel today in Chadron, Nebraska and in our world today just as the 

early Christians did in theirs. 

 

Last time we were in Acts, in November, we were in Acts 6. But I have to remind us of the theme 

verse and outline for this book from Acts 1:8, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit 

has come upon you and you shall be My witnesses [we’ll highlight that today] both in Jerusalem, 

and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth.” So far, we’ve seen the 

Holy Spirit come as promised in Acts 2 and as Ephesians 1:10 says, a new dispensation, or 

administration of God, has begun called the Church Age. Jesus calls it “the times of the Gentiles.” 

Acts reveals the transition taking place in God’s program, from focusing on Israel and the Old 

Covenant, to now the Church and the New Covenant blessings. God is doing an exceptional and 

extraordinary number of miracles, called signs and wonders, to affirm the transition. 

 

Acts is a book of transition. 

 

A lot of people get confused when they look around and don’t see the things taking place today 

that took place in Acts. I believe just as much as the charismatic that an all-powerful, unchanging 

God is able to do today what He did in Acts, but I also know that God’s program can change and 

and that context in Acts is unique. It’s a unique period where the apostles were laying the 

foundation for the Church and convincing the devout Jews, who seek for a sign, that Christ is the 

Messiah (1 Cor. 1:22; 2 Cor. 12:12; Heb. 2:3-4). God doesn’t give new revelation or make a big 

transition without making it unmistakable it’s from Him. So far, the narrative has been in 

Jerusalem, dealing strictly with the Jewish people. But Luke gave us hint that that’s about to 

change. The first of six summary statements in Acts was where we left off (6:7; 9:31; 12:24; 

16:5; 19:20; 28:30-31): “The word of God kept on spreading and the number of disciples continued 

to increase greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests were becoming obedient to the 
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faith.” The church, comprised of Jews, has been growing and dealing with issues from within and 

without but this era in the outline is wrapping up and we’re moving beyond Jerusalem in chapter 

8 as a result of the intensified persecution in chapter 7. The first drop of blood is shed by a 

believer for their faith in Christ. Stephen becomes the first Christian martyr, but God uses it to 

advance the gospel. 

 

6:8 “And Stephen, full of grace and power, was performing great wonders and signs among the 

people. 9 But some men from what was called the Synagogue of the Freedmen, including both 

Cyrenians and Alexandrians, and some from Cilicia and Asia, rose up and argued with Stephen. 

10 But they were unable to cope with the wisdom and the Spirit with which he was speaking. 11 

Then they secretly induced men to say, “We have heard him speak blasphemous words against 

Moses and against God.” 12 And they stirred up the people, the elders and the scribes, and they 

came up to him and dragged him away and brought him before the Council. 13 They put forward 

false witnesses who said, “This man incessantly speaks against this holy place and the Law; 14 

for we have heard him say that this Nazarene, Jesus, will destroy this place and alter the customs 

which Moses handed down to us.” 15 And fixing their gaze on him, all who were sitting in the 

Council saw his face like the face of an angel.”  

I. STEPHEN’S MINISTRY. (6:8-15) 
 

Stephen, you might recall last time, was a godly man chosen to serve tables, also happens to be a 

great preacher! God is with him, allowing him to do signs and wonders along with the apostles. 

It’s rare to find others doing this outside of the 12, but Stephen is one of the few who do. He’s 

described as a man of grace and wisdom, full of faith and of the Holy Spirit (6:5). It’s important 

to keep that in mind as he preaches. He’s not a red-faced, pulpit pounding hot head! 

 

But just like a town might have many local churches today, Jerusalem had many different 

synagogues that attracted people with similar backgrounds and preferences.ii The synagogue 

Stephen was involved with was the Hellenistic Freedmen, Jewish slaves who had been freed. 

Stephen is debating Christ with them from the OT, but they are no match for him so they go the 

ad hominem route – if you can’t beat ‘em, smear ‘em! It’s a smear campaign, just like with Christ. 

They misrepresent his words and so he goes on trial before the familiar Jewish Council.  

 

I’m sure you noticed his face is described as angelic. I’m guessing Paul told Luke to record this 

because Paul was there, as we’ll see. Paul couldn’t forget it! Just like when Moses’ face was aglow 

after receiving the revelation of the Old Covenant of the Law on Mt. Sinai, so Stephen’s face has 

a divine radiance to it as he preaches this powerful, Spirit-filled message to Israel about the New 

Covenant. His soon-to-be glory is already shining through. If my face is starts glowing today while 

I’m preaching, it’s a problem between the lighting above me and the balding pattern on my head. 

 

II. STEPHEN’S MESSAGE. (7:1-53) 

 

Stephen’s message is the longest recorded message in Acts and it’s incredible. We’re going to 

get through it all too, but don’t worry, I don’t want the food to get cold either! We’re going to 
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cover a lot of ground fast, not getting lost in every detail because then we’d miss the main point. 

On the surface, the sermon appears to be a tedious recitation of Jewish history,iii but as always with 

the Bible, the more you study it the more you see it is a masterpiece that could only come from 

God. Stephen responds to each of his charges skillfully showing how Christ is fully consistent with 

the OT revelation and how the Jewish Council is doing the same things their forefathers did – 

rejecting God’s Deliverer (Mk. 12:1-12). 

 

Major Theme of Stephen’s Sermon: 

God faithfully sends divine deliverers to Israel that Israel consistently rejects.  

 

7:1 “The high priest said, “Are these things so?” And he said, “Hear me, brethren and fathers! 

The God of glory appeared to our father Abraham when he was in Mesopotamia, before he lived 

in Haran, 3 and said to him, ‘Leave your country and your relatives, and come into the land that 

I will show you.’ 4 Then he left the land of the Chaldeans and settled in Haran. From there, after 

his father died, God had him move to this country in which you are now living. 5 But He gave him 

no inheritance in it, not even a foot of ground, and yet, even when he had no child, He promised 

that He would give it to him as a possession, and to his descendants after him. 6 But God spoke to 

this effect, that his descendants would be aliens in a foreign land, and that they would be enslaved 

and mistreated for four hundred years. 7 ‘And whatever nation to which they will be in bondage 

I Myself will judge,’ said God, ‘and after that they will come out and serve Me in this place.’ 8 

And He gave him the covenant of circumcision; and so Abraham became the father of Isaac, and 

circumcised him on the eighth day; and Isaac became the father of Jacob, and Jacob of the twelve 

patriarchs. 

The 1st Charge: Blaspheming God (6:11; 7:2-16) 

 

Notice how he is respectful in addressing his brethren and fathers. He’s connecting himself with 

them, showing them He is orthodox. He reveres the God of Israel, calling Him the “God of glory.” 

He’s all about God’s glory. He has the same father in the faith: Abraham. He’s part of the same 

covenant. Any yet, the father of their faith, he’s pointing out, never actually owned what He 

promised and his descendants lived in the foreign land of Egypt and were mistreated. This is 

going somewhere: The great Abraham, the father and founder of the Jewish faith, wasn’t connected 

much to the land, and God promises to judge those who mistreat His people.  
 

9-10: “The patriarchs became jealous of Joseph and sold him into Egypt. Yet God was with him, 

and rescued him from all his afflictions, and granted him favor and wisdom in the sight of 

Pharaoh, king of Egypt, and he made him governor over Egypt and all his household. 

 

What Stephen is going to do now is draw parallels between Jospeh and Moses and Jesus. 

Stephen never directly mentions Jesus’ name, partly because he is stoned to death, but also because 

they are well verses and get the point: Joseph and Moses are clearly being used as a type of Christ, 

pointing forward to Christ.  

Patriarchs Paralleled to Jesus: 

Joseph, Moses and Jesus all had to be rescued, were favored and wise,  
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and given a place of authority.  

and  

As God’s deliverer’s, they were all misunderstood and unrecognized  

the 1st time but then recognized in their 2nd coming by Israel.  

 

Israel does not recognize Christ as the Messiah at His first coming, but prophecy records they will 

at His second coming (Isaiah 11; Zechariah 12-13; Matt. 23:39). That’s where this is all going. 

 

11 “Now a famine came over all Egypt and Canaan, and great affliction with it, and our fathers 

could find no food. 12 But when Jacob heard that there was grain in Egypt, he sent our fathers 

there the first time. 13 On the second visit Joseph made himself known to his brothers, and 

Joseph’s family was disclosed to Pharaoh. 14 Then Joseph sent word and invited Jacob his father 

and all his relatives to come to him, seventy-five persons in all. 15 And Jacob went down to Egypt 

and there he and our fathers died. 16 From there they were removed to Shechem and laid in the 

tomb which Abraham had purchased for a sum of money from the sons of Hamor in Shechem. 

 

One of the main themes here seems to be that God works in unconventional ways, using the evil 

and rejection for good. God is with Jospeh, whom his 11 brothers initially rejected out of 

jealousy, but whom God used to deliver and restore them later. Verse 17 begins the 2nd charge. 

 

The 2nd Charge: Blaspheming the Law & Moses (6:11, 13; 7:17-43) 

 

17 “But as the time of the promise was approaching which God had assured to Abraham, the 

people increased and multiplied in Egypt, 18 until there arose another king over Egypt who knew 

nothing about Joseph. 19 It was he who took shrewd advantage of our race and mistreated our 

fathers so that they would expose their infants and they would not survive [Herod too tried to kill 

Jesus by killing every male child under 2]. 20 It was at this time that Moses was born; and he was 

lovely in the sight of God, and he was nurtured three months in his father’s home. 21 And after he 

had been set outside [abortion by exposure], Pharaoh’s daughter took him away [rescued] and 

nurtured him as her own son. 22 Moses was educated in all the learning of the Egyptians, and he 

was a man of power in words and deeds [like Jesus and Jospeh]. 23 But when he was approaching 

the age of forty, it entered his mind to visit his brethren, the sons of Israel [first visit]. 24 And 

when he saw one of them being treated unjustly, he defended him and took vengeance for the 

oppressed by striking down the Egyptian. 25 And he supposed that his brethren understood that 

God was granting them deliverance through him, but they did not understand. 26 On the 

following day he appeared to them as they were fighting together, and he tried to reconcile them 

in peace, saying, ‘Men, you are brethren, why do you injure one another?’ 27 But the one who 

was injuring his neighbor pushed him away, saying, ‘Who made you a ruler and judge over us? 

[that’s what they said to Jesus – Luke 19:14] 28 You do not mean to kill me as you killed the 

Egyptian yesterday, do you?’ 29 At this remark, Moses fled and became an alien in the land of 

Midian [Moses goes away and so did Jesus into Heaven; the area in northwest Saudi Arabia on the 

east coast of the Gulf of Aqaba/Yam Suph], where he became the father of two sons. 
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So Jesus, just like Joseph and Moses, were all reared in a foreign land. Not in Israel. Although they 

were the divine deliverers of their Hebrew brethren, they were not initially understood to be so. 
 

30 “After forty years had passed, an angel appeared to him in the wilderness of Mount Sinai, in 

the flame of a burning thorn bush. 31 When Moses saw it, he marveled at the sight; and as he 

approached to look more closely, there came the voice of the Lord: 32 ‘I am the God of your 

fathers, the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob.’ Moses shook with fear and would not venture 

to look. 33 But the Lord said to him, ‘Take off the sandals from your feet, for the place on which 

you are standing is holy ground. 34 I have certainly seen the oppression of My people in Egypt 

and have heard their groans, and I have come down to rescue them; come now, and I will send 

you to Egypt.’ 35 “This Moses whom they disowned, saying, ‘Who made you a ruler and a judge?’ 

is the one whom God sent to be both a ruler and a deliverer with the help of the angel who 

appeared to him in the thorn bush. 36 This man led them out, performing wonders and signs in 

the land of Egypt and in the Red Sea and in the wilderness for forty years. 37 This is the Moses 

who said to the sons of Israel, ‘God will raise up for you a prophet like me from your brethren 

[Christ].’ 38 This is the one who was in the congregation in the wilderness together with the angel 

who was speaking to him on Mount Sinai, and who was with our fathers; and he received living 

oracles to pass on to you.  

 

Notice again, all of this is taking place outside of Israel too. Even a bush in the wilderness is 

holy ground if God is uniquely present there. The Council thought that God was with them 

because they possessed the land, the Law, and the temple, but part of what Steven is going to tell 

them is, “It is special, but you’ve taken them too far. You shouldn’t conclude that the Law and the 

Temple are the end of God’s presence or revelation. There’s always been an expected one.” Jesus 

is the ultimate prophet Moses pointed too in the living oracles – Stephen honors Moses and the 

Law simultanesously. I love how he calls God’s Word the living oracles. The Word of God is the 

living words that brings life. The Council, though, wasn’t paying attention to Moses – Stephen 

was! Anyway, God comes to their rescue, appointing a divine deliverer and ruler, Moses. 

 

39Our fathers were unwilling to be obedient to him, but repudiated him and in their hearts turned 

back to Egypt, 40 saying to Aaron, ‘Make for us gods who will go before us; for this Moses who 

led us out of the land of Egypt—we do not know what happened to him.’ 41 At that time they made 

a calf and brought a sacrifice to the idol, and were rejoicing in the works of their hands. 42 But 

God turned away and delivered them up to serve the host of heaven; as it is written in the book of 

the prophets, ‘It was not to Me that you offered victims and sacrifices forty years in the wilderness, 

was it, O house of Israel? 43 You also took along the tabernacle of Moloch and the star of the god 

Rompha, the images which you made to worship. I also will remove you beyond Babylon.’ 

 

Just as the Israelites thrust Moses aside and their hearts turned back to bondage in Egypt, so the 

Council had thrust Jesus aside to return to bondage under the Law. They rejected Christ’s work 

on the cross for the works of their hands. They had the idol of tradition, but did not have God. 

They had the idol of the temple that they over-venerated and saw as an end in itself. They weren’t 

seeing Christ as the fulfillment of all of that. Stephen’s theology is miles ahead of them. 
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The 3rd Charge: Blaspheming the Temple (6:13-14; 7:44-50) 

 

44 “Our fathers had the tabernacle of testimony in the wilderness, just as He who spoke to Moses 

directed him to make it according to the pattern which he had seen. 45 And having received it in 

their turn, our fathers brought it in with Joshua upon dispossessing the nations whom God drove 

out before our fathers, until the time of David. 46 David found favor in God’s sight, and asked 

that he might find a dwelling place for the God of Jacob. 47 But it was Solomon who built a house 

for Him. 

 

Stephen points out that it wasn’t the Temple that God commanded to be built, but the humble 

tabernacle in the wilderness, a tent-like structure. God blessed David when the tabernacle existed. 

When David suggested a more permanent structure, God didn’t jump to building it. He merely 

allowed His son Solomon to build it. Even Solomon knew God’s presence wasn’t contained in it. 

 

 48 However, the Most High does not dwell in houses made by human hands; as the prophet 

says:49 ‘Heaven is My throne, and earth is the footstool of My feet; what kind of house will you 

build for Me?’ says the Lord, ‘Or what place is there for My repose? 50 ‘Was it not My hand 

which made all these things?’ 51 “You men who are stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and 

ears are always resisting the Holy Spirit; you are doing just as your fathers did. 52 Which one 

of the prophets did your fathers not persecute? They killed those who had previously announced 

the coming of the Righteous One, whose betrayers and murderers you have now become; 53 you 

who received the law as ordained by angels, and yet did not keep it.” 

 

So in Christlike fashion, Stephen turns the charges back around on the Council. They killed the 

ultimate Prophet and Deliverer just like their faithers did with theirs. Stephen uses the same 

description God and Moses used(Exodus 32:9; 33:4, 5): stiff-necked. That’s not saying they need 

to go to the chircopractor and be adjusted. Stiff-necked is figurative for being self-willed and 

stubborn; unbending. Uncircumcised in heart means they were in unbelief. God didn’t have 

their hearts. Sure, they looked good on the outside, had the outward circumcision and traditions, 

but they were in reality, unresponsive to God’s Word and the revelation of Christ. Jesus said the 

true worshippers worship in spirit and in truth, not the temple and externals. 

 

III. STEPHEN’S MARTYRDOM. (7:54-8:1) 

 

54 “Now when they heard this, they were cut to the quick, and they [repented?! No] began 

gnashing their teeth at him. 55 But being full of the Holy Spirit, he gazed intently into heaven and 

saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God; 56 and he said, “Behold, I see 

the heavens opened up and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” 57 But they cried 

out with a loud voice, and covered their ears [faith comes from hearing! Romans 10:17] and 

rushed at him with one impulse. 58 When they had driven him out of the city, they began stoning 

him; and the witnesses laid aside their robes at the feet of a young man named Saul. 59 They went 

on stoning Stephen as he called on the Lord and said, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit!” 60 Then 

falling on his knees, he cried out with a loud voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them!” 
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Having said this, he fell asleep. Saul was in hearty agreement with putting him to death. And on 

that day a great persecution began against the church in Jerusalem and they were all scattered 

throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except for the apostles.” 

 

So just what Stephen was preaching about – the glory of God and the rejected Christ being 

promoted to power and authority – is what Stephen sees in heaven as he’s being stoned. It 

reaffirms that the way to God is through Christ, not their religious tradition and works. Jesus is 

usually seated at the right hand of God, but here He stands to honor and welcome Stephen, the 

first martyr, to heaven. In a moment like this, it would be tempting for the Christians to quit 

preaching and teaching. Instead, we’ll see that as they scatter, they continue preaching and 

teaching the Word of God with courage and endurance! Why? I can think of a few reasons: 

 

1. His presence. 

Even though Stephen is persecuted, Jesus is fully aware of it and ready to reward him. Jesus 

isn’t in some far-off heaven at the end of the universe. Heaven and the spiritual realm is more like 

on another frequency that we can’t see unless He enables us. He is with us to the end of the age 

(Matt. 28:20). Jesus takes it personally when His people are mistreated. In Acts later, He will 

confront Saul, persecuting believers, saying, ““Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?” 

 

2. His power.  

When we witness, we aren’t relying on ourselves or our strength. We are in a spiritual battle for 

souls against the spiritual powers of wickedness Ephesians 6 says. So as we rely on Him for words 

and power, we can leave the results with Him. Powerful, enduring evangelism depends on Him. 

 

3. His story. 

When we witness, we’ve got to realize it’s not about us and our story. If we make evangelism 

about us, we’ll stop sharing as soon as fear or frustration strikes. We’ve got to be about His story. 

Our stories only make sense when they are lived in connection with His story. Even 

persecution has value when connected to His story. Those questions like, “What if I get rejected 

again? What if they think I’m weird?” are irrelevant if we stay focused on God’s story with eternal 

ramifications. Rejection is worth it because every now and then the gospel does connect and people 

do find new life in Christ and there’s no joy like being the instrument God uses to redefine an 

eternal destiny. The only thing that by God’s grace we can take to heaven with us is more people. 

Do we care more about His story or our story? See? We can be a little stiff-necked too.  

 

4. His timing. 

This account shows us that you can have the most exemplary Christians, preaching the most Spirit-

filled gospel presentations that cut right to the heart and they still don’t believe... but that doesn’t 

mean that the seed you planted won’t grow after a while (1 Cor. 3:7). I think Stephen’s witness 

pricks Saul’s conscious day after day. Saul heartily agrees right now but when Jesus confronts 

Him, Jesus basically says, “It’s hard for you to kick against the goads, isn’t it, Saul?” No one 

watching this that day would’ve ever guessed that Stephen was sowing seeds in his predecessor 

who would become the greatest missionary ever. An initial rejection to the gospel isn’t always a 
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final one. So trust God’s timing. This account shows us that even when times appear dark, God is 

still working in unconventional ways to use evil or rejection for good (Gen. 50:20).  

 

I have to ask before we close: “Have you trusted Christ alone as your Savior? Have you accepted 

His work on the cross as the full payment for your sin? Or are you still resisting Him?” 

 
i Leaders in the Making study, 77. 
ii Thomas Constable, https://planobiblechapel.org/tcon/notes/pdf/acts.pdf, 158. 
iii Ibid., 163. 


