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St. Stephen 
Objective 

· Honoring saints and praising their firm stand in the faith. 

Memory Verse 

“If we live, we live to the Lord and if we die we die to the Lord.” (Romans 14:8) 

References 

· Acts 7:54-60 

Introduction 

· Who was the first martyr in the church? 

· Who knows the meaning of the name “Stephen”?
· Write it down in your notebook. 

Lesson Outline 

The Christian faith spread on the hands of the apostles whom Christ sent. The Christians continued together in close fellowship and shared their belongings with one another. They needed men to devote themselves for the service of widows, orphans and the poor. They chose seven deacons who were known to be full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom. Stephen was among them. He served the poor and the needy and distributed gifts and alms among them. He also preached in the church and convinced the non-Christians…and the number of believers increased. 

· Who is Stephen? 

· What does the word “deacon” mean? 

· How do Christians live? 

One day, a large crowd of Jews gathered and discussed religious matters with Stephen. He answered them, quoting texts from the Scriptures. He explained that Christ was the only Savior through whom we can enter heaven. His words did not appeal to them. They took him to the synagogue and prosecuted him. 

Jews: What is your name? 

Stephen: I am Christian. 

Jews: Don’t mention that name. 

Stephen: I love Christ. 

Jews: We will kill you. 

Stephen: I do not fear death; if we live, we live to the Lord... 

Jews: We crucified Christ… 

Stephen: You crucified Him and He was buried. He stayed in the grave for three days, but then He rose and ascended to heaven and I am going to Him. 

· Who answered him? 

· What will you say if anyone asks you about your Christian religion? 

· Let us repeat together: “If we live, we live to the Lord...”
· Who can repeat the verse? 

The Jews were angry with him because he told the truth. They wanted to kill him, so they accused him of blaspheming against God and Moses. They rushed at him, dragged him in the streets and when they were out of the city, the men stopped and stripped him of his clothes. The witnesses left their cloaks in charge of a young man named Saul who approved of his murder. They dug a hole in the ground, threw him in it, picked big stones and threw them at Stephen’s head, legs, back, chest and arms. His body was broken. He fell to the ground. The Lord strengthened him. He knelt down and prayed lifting his eyes up to heaven and saw the heavens open and saw Jesus surrounded by angels in great glory and a host of angels dressed in white and shining in bright light. They were coming down, saying “Holy, Holy, Holy…” Stephen rejoiced on seeing the vision. One of the angels was holding a crown. The people stood in great surprise because Stephen was happy in spite of the stones thrown at him. They asked one another: Why does Stephen look at heaven. What does he see? They threw the stones at his head. The stones were thrown at him but he was happy. 

He said, “Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” They threw the stones at his mouth to prevent him from speaking. Stephen said, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” Stephen could see demons keeping away from him as they could not draw near him. The angels were driving them away. His face shone as the face of an angel, and then he fell asleep. 

· Who taught Stephen to forgive those who stoned him? 

· Can you forgive a child who calls you bad names, beats you without reason, or vexes you while you play? 

· Let us repeat the verse together: “If we live, we live to the Lord ...”
Conclusion 

· Show the spirit of love and forgiveness that Stephen showed towards those who stoned him. 

Applications 

· If a person asks you about your religion, say “I am Christian.”
· If anyone insults you, say “May the Lord forgive you.” 

· Read Revelation 21 (New Testament). 

· Advise the children not to be afraid of non-Christians when they ask them about their religion. 

· You can use the picture of angels or the wing of an angel to connect martyrdom with heaven. 

· Encourage the young deacons to perform their service in the best way and ask them to attend the hymn lesson and to participate in the service. 





Acts 6:8-15

	8
	And Stephen, full of faith and power, did great wonders and signs among the people.

	9
	Then there arose some from what is called the Synagogue of the Freedmen (Cyrenians, Alexandrians, and those from Cilicia and Asia), disputing with Stephen.

	10
	And they were not able to resist the wisdom and the Spirit by which he spoke.

	11
	Then they secretly induced men to say, "We have heard him speak blasphemous words against Moses and God."

	12
	And they stirred up the people, the elders, and the scribes; and they came upon him, seized him, and brought him to the council.

	13
	They also set up false witnesses who said, "This man does not cease to speak blasphemous words against this holy place and the law;

	14
	"for we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and change the customs which Moses delivered to us."

	15
	And all who sat in the council, looking steadfastly at him, saw his face as the face of an angel.


	
	Acts 7:54-60

	54
	When they heard these things they were cut to the heart, and they gnashed at him with their teeth.

	55
	But he, being full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God,

	56
	and said, "Look! I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God!"

	57
	Then they cried out with a loud voice, stopped their ears, and ran at him with one accord;

	58
	and they cast him out of the city and stoned him. And the witnesses laid down their clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul.

	59
	And they stoned Stephen as he was calling on God and saying, "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit."

	60
	Then he knelt down and cried out with a loud voice, "Lord, do not charge them with this sin." And when he had said this, he fell asleep.






The Blessed Month of Tubah

The First Day

The Martyrdom of St. Stephen the Archdeacon

This day marks the martyrdom of St. Stephen, the Archdeacon and the first martyr (protomartyr).  St. Luke testified about him in the Acts of the Apostles saying, "Stephen, full of faith and power, did great wonders and signs among the people." (Acts 6:8) 


The Jews envied him and seized him and brought him to the Council. They also set up false witnesses who said, "This man does not cease to speak blasphemous words against this holy place and the law; for we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and change the customs which Moses delivered to us." (Acts 6:12-13) And all who sat in the Council, looking steadfastly at him, saw his face as the face of an angel. (Acts 6:13)


Then the high priest said, "Are these things so?" St. Stephen answered with convincing words and told them the history from Abraham to Moses: Abraham departing from Haran, the birth and the circumcision of Isaac, Jacob and his sons and the selling of Joseph, and how Joseph revealed himself to his brothers. St. Stephen continued to narrate to them all the events until the building of the temple. He concluded by saying, "You stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears! You always resist the Holy Spirit; as your fathers did, so do you. Which of the prophets did your fathers not persecute? And they killed those who foretold the coming of the Just One, of Whom you now have become the betrayers and murderers; who have received the law by the direction of angels and have not kept it." (Acts 7:51-53)


When they heard these things they were cut to their hearts, and they gnashed at him with their teeth. But he, being full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God and Jesus standing at the right hand of God, and said, "Look! I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God!"


Then they cried out with a loud voice, stopped their ears, and ran toward him with one accord; and they cast him out of the city and stoned him.


They stoned Stephen as he was calling on God and saying, "Lord Jesus, receive my Spirit." Then he knelt down and cried out with a loud voice, "Lord, do not charge them with this sin." And when he said this, he fell asleep. (Acts 7:51-60) Devout men carried St. Stephen to his burial and made great lamentation over him.

His prayers be with us. Amen.


St. Stephen(
 (Abbreviated Story for Kids)
1. Introduction 
A. Who was the 1st martyr in Church? 
B. Who knows the meaning of the name “Stephen”?
C. Christianity begins to spread:
1. Believers share their belongings with the needy.

2. They endure many persecutions by the Jews and Romans.

3. Despite many obstacles, the apostles continued to minister.
2. Ordaining the First Deacons
A. What does the word “Deacon” means?  (Gk) Servant
B. Problem with daily distributions:
1. To solve the problem, they chose seven deacons filled with the Holy Spirit and wisdom: Stephen, Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolaus.
2. The apostles would devout themselves to prayers and ministry of the word.

C. Stephen becomes a powerful voice:
1. He does great wonders and signs among the people.
2. No one is able to resist the wisdom and Spirit with which he speaks.

3. The Jews stir up accusations against him so they can arrest him.

4. He is arrested and brought before the council.

3. St. Stephen’s Martyrdom
A. St. Stephen answers his accusers:
1. People see his face as the face of an angel.

2. He summarizes to the council God’s plan of salvation through Jesus Christ.
B. St. Stephen is stoned:

1. He accuses them of being “stiff-necked,” resisting the Holy Spirit and killing God’s prophets.

2. The Jews become very angry and gnash their teeth.

3. St. Stephen sees heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.

4. They cast him out of the city and stone him for blasphemy.

C. They lay down their clothes at the feet of a young man named Saul.

· This man becomes St. Paul, the great Apostle to the Gentiles and the most renowned world preacher.

D. St. Stephen prays for his murderers:

1. “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.”

2. “Lord, do not charge them with this sin.”

3. Who taught St. Stephen to forgive those who stoned him?

4. Lessons to Learn

A. Can you forgive someone who calls you bad names? If he/she beats you without reason? If he/she harasses you?

B. If anyone insults you, tell him/her “May the Lord forgive you!”
C. Do not be afraid of non-Christians when they ask you about your faith.



DANGEROUS DECREES(
Opening Word:


The apostles faced many challenges, the strongest of which came from those Jews who did not wish to believe that Christ was the Messiah. The Romans also felt threatened by the apostles' preaching. Because of this the apostles were frequently arrested, jailed and punished for their actions. Despite these obstacles the apostles continued their ministry.


Since the time of the apostles, the Church has endured countless persecutions, trials, and obstacles to the proclamation of the Gospel message. In a variety of overt and subtle ways, God’s People continue to undergo trails. In James 1:2-4 we are encouraged to joyfully accept them. According to Romans 5:3-5, suffering produces endurance, character, and hope. If it is God's will we learn in 1 Peter 3:17, it is better to suffer for doing right, while in 1 Peter 2:21, 22 we are reminded that Christ set an example for all by His suffering. Finally in James 1:12 we are told that those who remain faithful will receive the crown of life. 
OBJECTIVES 

By the end of this lesson, your students should 

1. know that the early Church was filled with courageous individuals who risked a great deal by preaching the Gospel of Christ; 

2. understand the events leading to the selection of the first seven deacons; and 
3. be aware of the fact that there are still areas of the world today where practicing the faith can place an individual in jeopardy.

TEACHING THE LESSON


Begin the lesson by asking a student to read ACTS 5:12-45 aloud. Involve the whole class in completing the exercise on page 23 of the Student Workbook. The correct answers are printed below. 
We performed miracles: The apostles. 
We arrested the apostles because we were jealous of their miracles and the numbers of people who decided to follow the Lord: The High Priest and Sadducees. 
I opened the door of the prison and said, "Go and stand in the temple and speak to the people all the words of this Life": The angel of the Lord. 
I proceeded to the temple to arrest the apostles who were teaching there: Officers. 
I said, "We strictly charged you not to teach in this name, yet here you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and you intend to bring this man's blood upon us": The High Priest. 
We replied, "We must obey God rather than men": Peter and the apostles. I said, "Men of Israel, take care what you do with these men... If it is of God, you will not be able to overthrow them. You might even be found opposing God!": Gamaliel. 
We were beaten and freed, but we were warned not to speak in the name of Jesus. Yet we rejoiced that we were considered worthy to suffer dishonor for Christ's name, so we continued to teach and preach Jesus as the Christ: The apostles.


After reviewing this exercise, initiate a brief discussion by asking how the events in this passage differ from those which have been encountered so far in the Acts of the Apostles. Up until this point, the Young Church was making steady progress; with this passage, however, we learn that it wasn't long before problems developed. Should you decide to delve further into the individual comments encountered in this passage, the remarks of Gamaliel the Pharisee and teacher are probably the most interesting. Ask the students what they think of his comments and idea. Conclude the discussion by emphasizing the fact that many outside the Church were intent on presenting the believers with problems.


Introduce ACTS 6:1-6 by noting that the growth of the Young Church also brought about internal problems – growth pains, if you will! After reviewing this passage, ask the students if they can detect the problem facing the Young Church. Simply stated, the problem involved the even distribution of goods to the needy. Introduce the brief exercise at the top of page 24 of the Student workbook by asking the class how the problem was resolved (The apostles selected seven deacons to assist in this ministry.) Guide your students as they complete the exercise. The correct answers appear below.

What two qualifications were necessary for this work/

1. Being tilled with the Holy Spirit. 

2. Being filled with wisdom.

The seven chosen were:

1. Stephen

2. Philip

3. Prochorus

4. Nicanor

5. Pimon

6. Parmenas


Continue the discussion by noting that the appointment of deacons, while solving the immediate problem soon gave way to a new problem in the Church - persecution. Review the events surrounding Stephen as recorded in ACTS 6:8-7:60 and ask the students, individually or in groups, to complete the remaining exercises on pages 24 and 25 of the Student Workbook. The correct answers are printed below.

Stephen gave a long speech describing God's plan for the salvation of His People, tracing the events from the time of Abraham to Jesus Christ. Capsulate Stephen's speech in your own words. Each student will present a different answer. 
The council reacted to Stephen's words by being filled with anger. What vision did Stephen have, however? He envisioned the glory of God and Christ standing at the right hand of God. Stephen was killed by being stoned. His last words concerning his murderers were, "Lord, do not hold this sin against them". Among those who approved of Stephen's death was a young man named Saul.

After reviewing the completed exercise, initiate a discussion on THE BOTTOM LINE as it appears on page 25 of the Student Workbook. Emphasize the point that the martyrdom of Stephen marked the first persecution of the Church. Ask the students why Stephen was murdered and what motives crossed the minds of his murders. Conclude the initial discussion by offering examples of how the Church is still persecuted today, some two thousand years later. You may wish to include some of the following general examples: 
· In Communist countries, the Church is greatly persecuted because the government is openly atheistic Believers are often considered insane, arrested on fabricated charges of anti-state activity or encouraged at work or school to forsake their religious beliefs. In Albania, the most radical of all Communist countries, the practice of religion in any form is absolutely forbidden; the Orthodox Church there has been all but totally destroyed. 
· In Moslem countries, Christians face many trials. In Turkey, for example, the Patriarchate of Constantinople is greatly restricted in its activities, and the number of Christians has been dramatically reduced in recent years. In Egypt the Christians are also viewed as second class citizens. Throughout the Middle East, many Christians have suffered due to the political battles which continue to take place.
· In many third world countries, Christians have been persecuted for a variety of political, social, and economic reasons.

Conclude the discussion by eliciting the students' responses to the questions and situation posed in THE BOTTOM LINE. 
OPTION 1- Instead of discussing present day persecutions, ask students to scour newspapers and magazines for examples of religious persecution. Ask that the students bring these clippings to class in two or three weeks and prepare a poster or bulletin board display on this theme. OPTION 2- You may wish to challenge the students with a project to help the persecuted Christians For example, students may be asked to write letters in defense of imprisoned Christians behind the Iron Curtain. Funds might be collected or raised to help purchase Bibles or religious literature in areas where these are forbidden. Contributions might also be sent to assist Christians in the Middle East. Ask your priest for assistance and recommendations in this area. He will be able to direct you to the proper channels which work in these areas and to advise you as to how your diocese or jurisdiction is already helping persecuted and oppressed believers in other parts of the world. The class might be the catalyst to make these concerns known to the rest of the parish and/or to organize a parish-wide collection of funds or letter writing campaign.

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[image: image1.jpg]As we turn to Acts 6, we encounter someone who was so filled with the Holy Spirit that he was willing to give up his
life rather than to give up his faith in Jesus Christ.

ACTS 6:1-6

The Young Church was growing very quickly and began serving many different groups of people. This presented a
problem: how should the distribution of goods to the needy, especially the widows be carried out in the most efficient
manner? One group complained that the goods were not being distributed evenly. The apostles could not take time
away from preaching, so they decided to select seven men, called deacons, to oversee and assist in carrying out
good deeds and acts of charity.

What two qualifications were necessary for this work? The seven chosen were:
T 1.
2.
2 3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
ACTS 6:8-15

Stephen, one of the seven deacons, was so richly blessed and filled with the power of God that he performed signs
and wonders. As one might expect, this did not exactly thrill the leaders of the people, especially because Stephen's
great wisdom prevented them from winning arguments against him. False witnesses were bribed to testify that
Stephen spoke against Moses and God. Stephen was brought before the court where the false witnesses testified
against him. As the council examined Stephen, they found that his face was like the face of an angel.

ACTS 7:1-53 §

Stephen gave a long speech describing God's plan for the salvation of His &

People, tracing the events from the time of Abraham to Jesus Christ. In your
own words, capsulize Stephen’s speech.

ACTS 7:54-60

The council reacted to Stephen’s words by

What vision did Stephen have, however?
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His last words concerning his murderers were, **

Among those who approved of Stephen’s death was.
Thiis Stephen became the first martyr for the Christian faith.

he Botfory Lime

The aposties and Stephen knew that the authorities did not want them witnessing to Jesus Christ through their
preaching, mirecies, and life style. Stil, they: continued to “obey God rather than men."

Didyou know that there are areas of today's world where Christians are not allowed to openly practice their aith? In
‘such pleces, Christians may face many forms of discrimination because of their belief in Jesus Christ; they could lose
ther jobs, be viewed as “insane," or be imprisoned.

Even where Christians stil experlence discrimination and persacution, the Church remains live and, in many
cases, continues to grow and flourish, if only secretly.

Discuss with your teacher what you heve heard or leamed sbout countries where Christians have been
discriminated against or persecuted.

* Instead of “feeling sorry" for these Christians, in what ways can you help them?

*Although you are free to ive your faith, has anyone ever ridiculed you because of your belief in God or because you
are Christian? How did you feal about that experience?

* Have you ever heerd people being ridiculed by someane because of their belief in Christ? What stand did you
take?

* How would you react to this situation? A decree was sent to your priest and parish counol, stating that within two
weeks it would no longer be legal for the faithful to gather for worship, to conduct educational programs, to minister to
the sick and the needy, or to have any type of religious or social gatherings. The decree also stated that those found
to publicly acknowledge their faith would be subject to stricter laws than those who possessed no fath o were willng
to reject their faith.

Term Time

DEACOI ‘e word deacon comes from the Greek word
for semvant. Deacons are called, or ordained, to serve
God's People through works of mercy and charity and by
assisting in the Church's worship,

MARTYR: One who voluntarily endured death for the sake
of his or her belief in Christ is called a martyr. The word,
taken
denoting that the martyrs were willng to witness to Christ
event to the point of dying for their faith. Throughout
history, the Church has undergone a number of persecu-
tions which have produced producing thousands upon
thousands of martyrs.





Supplemental Notes( for

St. Stephen
1. The name “Stephen” is Greek and means “crown of flowers (wreath).”

2. Stephen’s conversation was full of grace and wisdom of the Holy Spirit, and that’s why they couldn’t resist him.  They didn’t know that they were not debating with Stephen himself but with the Spirit of God in him.

3. When they found themselves unable to overcome the truth, they secretly induced men to say, "We have heard him speak blasphemous words against Moses and God."

4. St. Jerome sees in the face of St. Stephen a glimpse of the eternal glory which grows in the faithful as they are “being transformed into the same image from glory to glory.” (II Cor 3:18)

5. God who bestowed Moses with this grace gave it also to Stephen, so that when they looked at his face, they saw it shining as that of an angel.  If he was blaspheming Moses, God would not have given him this gift.  (St. John Chrysostom)
6. St. Stephen presented a wonderful summary of the Old Testament to point out that faith in Jesus Christ was the main objective of the Law of Moses, the prophets and all the Scriptures of the Old Testament.  He presented their history since the beginning, showing God’s great compassion in dealing with His people and how the people confronted God’s love with endless cursing and complaining throughout all generations; their cup of wickedness has overflowed. 
7. St. Stephen defense turned offensive when he revealed to the Sanhedrin that their judgment of Jesus Christ as worthy of crucifixion carries the same spirit of murmuring which their ancestors had when they left Egypt. He spoke words of courage and truth, accusing them of being sons of those who killed the prophets who had prophesied about the coming of Jesus the Righteous, and they’ve joined their fathers in shedding the blood of prophets and have further completed the guilt by crucifying the One who was the prophets’ Object of desire.
8. When they heard this, they “gnashed at him with their teeth” like predatory animals thirsty for the blood and eager to devour what it sees. Everyone jumped in human zeal to execute a sentence that was not yet handed down, leaving no time for judgment.
9. While their hearts were full of hatred, St. Stephen’s heart was lifted with love for the people and humanity, even for his persecutors! He imitated his Master during His crucifixion when He said, “Do not count this sin against them.”

10. St. Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, lived a life of continuous prayer; in his last hour, he kneeled on his knees to pray while being martyred. His last prayer was for his enemies! Let us pray for the righteous to always grow in virtue and for the wicked to live a good life through repentance; when we pray for this, God with grant us that. 
11. St. Stephen did not die, but he slept through the night of this world to wake up in the Daylight of God who wipes away every tear and to enter the joy of his Lord, joining the heavenly in their cries of joy and singing.

12. When the voice of St. Stephen was silenced; the voice of St. Paul began to sound!

(For the complete commentary, please see the reference mentioned above.)


NAME: ____________________________
first                                                  last                                                .
St. Stephen
Read: Acts 6 & 7
Verse to Memorize: 

	For if we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord. 
Romans 14:8


1.  Which two qualifications were necessary to be a deacon? 


a) Been with the Lord from the beginning 

b) Filled with the Holy Spirit 

c) Filled with wisdom 
d) Not married 
e) From among the poor 

2.  The seven chosen to be deacons were: 

	1) _________________________
	5) ___________________________

	2) _________________________
	6) ___________________________

	3) _________________________
	7) ___________________________

	4) _________________________
	


3.  The council reacted to Stephen's words by   (circle all possibilities) 

a) Gnashing their teeth in anger

b) Repenting from their sin


c) Praising the Lord

d) Putting him in prison

e) Yelling at the top of their voices

4.  Stephen was killed by ___________________ 

5.  What vision did Stephen have? 
  
      

  

6.  His last words concerning his murderers were, 

"_____________________________________________________________________." 

7.  Among those who approved of Stephen's death was __________________. 
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ACTS 5:12-7:60/The persecution begins

Identify each of the following persons spoken of in Acts 5:12-42.
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“| opened the door of the prison and
said. “Go and stand in the temple
and speak to the people all the
words of Life.”

We performed miracles.

We arrested the apostles because
we were jealous of their miracles and
the numbers of people who decided
- to follow the Lord.
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/// We were beaten and freed, but we
were warned not to speak in the
name of Jesus. Yet we rejoiced that
we were considered worthy to suffer
dishonor for Christ's name, so we
continued to teach and preach Jesus
as the Christ.

| said, “Men of Israel, take care what
£ you do with these men... If it is of
= God, you will not be able to over-
- throw them. You might even be found
- opposing God!"

Z |said, “We strictly charged you not to
teach in this name, yet here you have
filled Jerusalem with your teaching
and you intend to bring this man’s

< blood upon us.”
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| proceeded to the temple to arrest the
apostles who were teaching there.

We replied “We must obey God
rather than men.”




  
  

[image: image3.emf] 

 





































































































( Prepared by Ossama Ekladious, St. George Coptic Orthodox Church, Bellflower, CA


( From a Sunday School Curriculum of one of our sister Orthodox Churches


( References Used: 


The Book of Acts: Part I (Commentary), Fr. Tadros Yacoub Malaty, St. George Coptic Orthodox Church, Sporting- Alexandria, Egypt, Anba Reweis Press, 2003
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