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    To all who have stood firm in their faith, 
even in the face of unimaginable trials and persecution. 
May Stephen's story inspire you to live boldly, 
to serve with humility, and to proclaim the Gospel 
with unwavering conviction.
This book is dedicated to the countless martyrs 
whose sacrifices have sown the seeds of faith across generations. 
Your witness endures, and your legacy lives on in the hearts of believers today.
In memory of Stephen and in honor of all who follow Christ, 
may we live lives worthy of the calling we have received.
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Introduction: The Witness of Stephen
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The story of Stephen, the first Christian martyr, stands as a powerful testament to faith, courage, and the indomitable human spirit in the face of persecution. Stephen’s brief but impactful life in the early Christian church laid a foundation that continues to resonate through the ages, serving as a beacon of inspiration for believers. This chapter delves into Stephen's life and role within the early church, explores the profound significance of martyrdom in Christian theology, and establishes the theological framework necessary to understand the depth of Stephen's sacrifice.

Stephen's Life and Role in the Early Christian Church

To comprehend the full impact of Stephen’s martyrdom, it is essential to first understand who Stephen was and the pivotal role he played within the nascent Christian community. Stephen is introduced in the New Testament in the book of Acts as one of the seven deacons chosen to assist the apostles in their growing ministry (Acts 6:1-6). The early church was expanding rapidly, and the apostles needed help in managing the daily distribution of food and other resources, particularly to the widows and the poor. The appointment of these seven men, including Stephen, marked an important moment in the church’s development as it sought to address both spiritual and practical needs.

Stephen was described as “a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 6:5), indicating not only his deep personal faith but also his evident spiritual gifts. This designation set him apart as someone whose character and abilities were recognized by the entire community. The choice of Stephen and the other deacons represented a significant development in the early church’s organization, emphasizing the importance of service and the equitable distribution of resources as a reflection of Christian love and unity.

Beyond his role in the practical administration of the church, Stephen was also a powerful preacher and evangelist. Acts 6:8 tells us that Stephen “full of God’s grace and power, performed great wonders and signs among the people.” His ministry was characterized by a bold proclamation of the Gospel and a deep understanding of the scriptures, which allowed him to effectively counter the arguments of those who opposed the early Christian movement. Stephen’s wisdom and the Spirit by which he spoke were such that his adversaries could not stand against him (Acts 6:10).

However, Stephen’s boldness and effectiveness also attracted significant opposition. Members of the Synagogue of the Freedmen, among others, began to argue with Stephen, but when they could not overcome his wisdom, they resorted to underhanded tactics. They secretly persuaded some men to falsely accuse him of blasphemy against Moses and God (Acts 6:11). This accusation was a serious charge, as blasphemy was punishable by death under Jewish law.

Stephen was brought before the Sanhedrin, the Jewish ruling council, to answer these charges. What followed was one of the most profound and theologically rich speeches recorded in the New Testament. In Acts 7, Stephen delivered a powerful summary of Israel’s history, emphasizing the repeated pattern of the Israelites’ rejection of God’s messengers and culminating in their ultimate rejection of the Righteous One, Jesus Christ. Stephen’s speech was not just a defense of his own actions; it was a prophetic indictment of the Jewish leaders for their failure to recognize God’s ongoing work through Jesus and the Holy Spirit.

This speech, delivered with unflinching courage, led directly to Stephen’s martyrdom. The members of the Sanhedrin were so enraged by his words that they dragged him out of the city and stoned him to death. As he was being killed, Stephen prayed for his executioners, echoing the words of Jesus on the cross, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them” (Acts 7:60). His final words, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit” (Acts 7:59), demonstrate the depth of his faith and his unwavering commitment to Christ even in the face of death.

Stephen’s martyrdom marked a turning point in the early church. His death not only solidified the resolve of the Christian community but also triggered a wave of persecution that led to the dispersion of believers throughout Judea and Samaria, ultimately contributing to the spread of the Gospel beyond Jerusalem. Stephen’s witness, both in life and in death, left an indelible mark on the history of Christianity, and his story has been remembered and revered throughout the centuries.

The Significance of Martyrdom in the Christian Faith

The concept of martyrdom is deeply embedded in Christian theology and history. The word “martyr” comes from the Greek word *martys*, which means “witness.” In the early Christian context, a martyr was someone who bore witness to their faith in Jesus Christ, even to the point of death. Martyrdom, therefore, is not just about dying for one’s beliefs; it is about giving the ultimate testimony to the truth of the Gospel through one’s death.

Stephen’s martyrdom holds special significance as he was the first Christian to be killed for his faith after the resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ. This places Stephen in a unique position within the Christian tradition. His death is seen as the first fulfillment of Jesus’ warning to his disciples that they would be persecuted and even killed for their allegiance to him (John 15:20; Matthew 24:9). In this sense, Stephen’s martyrdom inaugurates a long tradition of Christian witnesses who have suffered and died for their faith throughout history.

Martyrdom in the Christian faith is understood as a participation in the suffering of Christ. Jesus’ own death on the cross is the ultimate act of self-sacrifice and the model for all Christian martyrdom. When Christians suffer and die for their faith, they are seen as sharing in Christ’s sufferings and, by extension, in his victory over sin and death. This is why martyrs have been venerated throughout Christian history, not as tragic victims, but as victorious witnesses to the power of God’s love and the truth of the Gospel.

The early church understood martyrdom as a powerful testimony that could inspire faith in others. Tertullian, an early Christian writer, famously wrote, “The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church.” This phrase encapsulates the belief that the courage and faithfulness of martyrs in the face of persecution would lead to the growth of the church as others were inspired by their example to embrace the Christian faith. This was certainly the case in the aftermath of Stephen’s death, as the persecution that followed led to the spread of Christianity beyond Jerusalem and into the wider Roman world.

Moreover, martyrdom is seen as a confirmation of the martyr’s faith and commitment to Christ. In the early church, martyrs were often regarded as having a special place in heaven, receiving a “martyr’s crown” as a reward for their ultimate sacrifice (Revelation 2:10). This belief is rooted in the words of Jesus in the Beatitudes: “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:10). The act of martyrdom, therefore, is seen as the highest expression of faith, one that brings the believer into the closest possible union with Christ.

Stephen’s martyrdom, in particular, is significant because of the way it mirrors the death of Jesus. Both Stephen and Jesus were falsely accused of blasphemy, brought before the Jewish authorities, and executed outside the city. Both prayed for the forgiveness of their executioners as they were dying. These parallels highlight the connection between Stephen’s witness and the life and death of Christ, reinforcing the idea that martyrdom is a participation in the sufferings of Christ.

In addition to its theological significance, Stephen’s martyrdom also had a profound impact on the early Christian community. It served as a catalyst for the spread of the Gospel and demonstrated the power of faith in the face of persecution. Stephen’s willingness to die rather than renounce his faith became a powerful example for other Christians, encouraging them to remain steadfast in their own trials and sufferings.

Setting the Theological Framework for Understanding Stephen’s Sacrifice

To fully appreciate the significance of Stephen’s martyrdom, it is essential to understand the theological framework that underpins his sacrifice. At the heart of this framework is the concept of witness, which, as noted earlier, is the root meaning of the word “martyr.” Stephen’s life and death are a testament to the truth of the Gospel, and his martyrdom serves as a powerful witness to the transformative power of faith in Jesus Christ.

One of the key theological themes in Stephen’s story is the idea of continuity between the Old and New Covenants. In his speech before the Sanhedrin, Stephen recounts the history of Israel, emphasizing God’s faithfulness and the repeated pattern of the Israelites’ rejection of God’s messengers. By doing so, Stephen draws a direct line from the prophets of the Old Testament to Jesus Christ, the ultimate fulfillment of God’s promises. Stephen’s speech is a powerful reminder that the Christian faith is not a departure from Judaism but rather the fulfillment of God’s plan as revealed in the Hebrew Scriptures.

This continuity is further emphasized by the parallels between Stephen’s martyrdom and the death of Jesus. As mentioned earlier, both were accused of blasphemy, both were brought before the Jewish authorities, and both died while praying for the forgiveness of their executioners. These parallels reinforce the idea that Stephen’s martyrdom is a participation in the sufferings of Christ, and that his witness is a continuation of the witness of Jesus himself.

Another important theological theme in Stephen’s story is the role of the

Holy Spirit. Stephen is repeatedly described as being “full of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 6:5, 7:55), and it is the Holy Spirit who empowers him to speak with wisdom and courage in the face of opposition. The presence of the Holy Spirit in Stephen’s life is a reminder that martyrdom is not an act of human strength, but a response to the prompting and empowerment of the Spirit. Stephen’s witness is, therefore, not just a testimony to his own faith, but a demonstration of the power of the Holy Spirit at work in the life of a believer.

The concept of witness in Stephen’s story also extends to the role of suffering in the Christian life. Jesus taught that his followers would face persecution and suffering for his sake, but he also promised that those who endure to the end will be saved (Matthew 10:22). Stephen’s martyrdom is a fulfillment of this teaching, and it serves as a reminder that suffering for the sake of Christ is not in vain. Rather, it is a participation in the sufferings of Christ and a testimony to the power of the Gospel.

The theological framework for understanding Stephen’s sacrifice also includes the idea of redemption through suffering. Stephen’s death, like the death of Jesus, was not an end but a beginning. His martyrdom led to the spread of the Gospel and the growth of the church, demonstrating that God can bring good out of even the most tragic circumstances. This theme of redemption through suffering is central to the Christian faith, and it is powerfully illustrated in the story of Stephen.

Finally, Stephen’s martyrdom highlights the eschatological dimension of Christian faith. As he was being stoned, Stephen had a vision of Jesus standing at the right hand of God (Acts 7:55-56). This vision is a powerful affirmation of the Christian hope in the resurrection and the promise of eternal life. Stephen’s willingness to face death with confidence and peace is a testimony to his faith in this promise, and it serves as a reminder to all believers that death is not the end, but the gateway to eternal life in the presence of God.

Conclusion

The life and martyrdom of Stephen are of immense significance to the Christian faith. As the first martyr, Stephen set a powerful example of faithfulness, courage, and forgiveness that has inspired generations of Christians. His life and death serve as a testament to the truth of the Gospel, and his witness continues to resonate through the ages.

In understanding Stephen’s story, we see the importance of continuity between the Old and New Covenants, the role of the Holy Spirit in empowering believers, the redemptive power of suffering, and the eschatological hope that sustains the Christian faith. Stephen’s sacrifice was not in vain; it was a powerful witness to the reality of Christ’s resurrection and the promise of eternal life for all who believe.

As we continue to explore the theological reflections on Stephen’s martyrdom in the chapters that follow, we will delve deeper into these themes and consider the enduring impact of Stephen’s witness on the Christian faith and the broader history of the church.
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Chapter 1: The Choosing of Stephen
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The early Christian church, born out of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, grew rapidly in the years following Pentecost. The influx of new believers and the expansion of the community brought about challenges that needed to be addressed for the church to continue thriving. Among the first of these challenges was the need to care for the widows and the poor, a task that quickly overwhelmed the apostles. To address this growing need, the apostles decided to appoint seven men to assist them in the daily distribution of food and resources. One of these men was Stephen, who would later become the first Christian martyr. This chapter reflects on Acts 6:1-7, the selection of Stephen as one of the seven deacons, the importance of service and leadership in the church, and the theological insights into the qualities that made Stephen a man "full of faith and the Holy Spirit."

Reflection on Acts 6:1-7

Acts 6:1-7 provides a crucial insight into the early days of the Christian church and the challenges it faced as it grew. The passage begins with a description of a dispute that arose within the community:

"In those days when the number of disciples was increasing, the Hellenistic Jews among them complained against the Hebraic Jews because their widows were being overlooked in the daily distribution of food" (Acts 6:1, NIV).

The early Christian church was a diverse community, composed of both Hebraic Jews (those who spoke Hebrew or Aramaic and adhered more closely to Jewish traditions) and Hellenistic Jews (those who spoke Greek and were more influenced by Greek culture). As the church grew, tensions arose between these groups, particularly over the distribution of resources to the widows. The daily distribution of food and aid was an essential aspect of the early church's mission, reflecting the community's commitment to caring for the vulnerable and living out the teachings of Jesus.

The complaint from the Hellenistic Jews highlights a problem of inequality and neglect within the church. The Hellenistic widows, who were likely more marginalized within the broader Jewish community due to their cultural differences, were being overlooked in the daily distribution. This issue had the potential to create significant division within the early church, undermining its unity and witness.

The apostles, recognizing the seriousness of the situation, gathered all the disciples together and proposed a solution:

"So the Twelve gathered all the disciples together and said, 'It would not be right for us to neglect the ministry of the word of God in order to wait on tables. Brothers and sisters, choose seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom. We will turn this responsibility over to them and will give our attention to prayer and the ministry of the word'" (Acts 6:2-4, NIV).

The apostles’ response is both practical and spiritually grounded. They understood that their primary calling was to prayer and the ministry of the word, and that they could not effectively fulfill this calling if they were also responsible for the day-to-day administration of the community's resources. At the same time, they recognized the importance of addressing the needs of the widows and ensuring that the distribution was fair and just.

The apostles’ solution was to delegate this responsibility to seven men who were known to be “full of the Spirit and wisdom.” This decision underscores the importance of spiritual maturity and discernment in those who are entrusted with leadership and service within the church. The task of “waiting on tables,” while seemingly mundane, was of such importance that it required individuals who were spiritually mature and wise.

The proposal pleased the whole group, and they chose seven men: Stephen, Philip, Procorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, and Nicolas from Antioch, a convert to Judaism. These men were presented to the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them, commissioning them for their work (Acts 6:5-6). Among these seven, Stephen is mentioned first, and he is described as “a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 6:5, NIV).

The passage concludes with a note on the positive impact of this decision:

"So the word of God spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of priests became obedient to the faith" (Acts 6:7, NIV).

By addressing the issue of inequality in the daily distribution, the apostles not only resolved a potential source of division but also strengthened the church’s witness. The growth of the church continued, and even some of the Jewish priests, who had previously been resistant to the Christian movement, came to faith in Jesus Christ.

The Selection of Stephen as One of the Seven Deacons

The selection of the seven deacons, including Stephen, represents a significant moment in the early church's development. This event is often seen as the establishment of the diaconate, a ministry of service within the Christian church that has continued to play a vital role throughout its history.

Stephen’s selection as one of the seven deacons is particularly noteworthy. He is described in Acts 6:5 as “a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit,” and later in Acts 6:8 as “full of God’s grace and power.” These descriptions highlight the qualities that made Stephen an exemplary leader and servant within the church.

The role of a deacon in the early church was multifaceted. While the primary responsibility of the seven deacons was to oversee the daily distribution of food and resources, their role also involved spiritual leadership and the proclamation of the Gospel. Stephen, in particular, was known for his powerful preaching and for performing “great wonders and signs among the people” (Acts 6:8, NIV).

The selection of Stephen and the other deacons was not just a practical solution to a logistical problem; it was a recognition of the spiritual gifts and leadership qualities that these men possessed. The early church understood that effective service required not just practical skills but also spiritual maturity and a deep commitment to Christ.

The process by which Stephen and the others were chosen is also significant. The apostles did not unilaterally appoint the deacons; instead, they asked the whole community of believers to choose “seven men from among you who are known to be full of the Spirit and wisdom” (Acts 6:3, NIV). This process reflects the early church’s commitment to communal discernment and the involvement of the entire community in important decisions. It also suggests that Stephen and the other deacons were well-respected and recognized by the community for their spiritual maturity and leadership qualities.

Once chosen, the seven men were presented to the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them. The laying on of hands is a symbolic act that has deep roots in both Jewish and Christian traditions. In the Old Testament, the laying on of hands was used in various contexts, including the commissioning of leaders, the offering of sacrifices, and the bestowing of blessings. In the New Testament, it is associated with the commissioning of individuals for ministry and the impartation of the Holy Spirit (see Acts 13:3, 1 Timothy 4:14).

The laying on of hands by the apostles signified the church’s recognition of the deacons’ calling and the empowerment of the Holy Spirit for their ministry. It was a visible sign of the church’s unity and the delegation of authority to these men to carry out their important work. For Stephen, this moment marked the beginning of his public ministry as a deacon and preacher, a ministry that would soon lead to his martyrdom.

The Importance of Service and Leadership in the Church

The selection of Stephen and the other deacons highlights the importance of service and leadership within the Christian church. From its earliest days, the church has understood that service is at the heart of Christian discipleship. Jesus himself taught that greatness in the kingdom of God is measured not by power or authority, but by one’s willingness to serve others:

"Whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave—just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many" (Matthew 20:26-28, NIV).

This teaching of Jesus is vividly illustrated in the role of the deacons. The task of overseeing the daily distribution of food was not glamorous or prestigious, but it was essential for the well-being of the community and the witness of the church. By appointing deacons to this task, the early church affirmed that service to others is a central aspect of Christian ministry.

The role of the deacons also highlights the importance of leadership within the church. Leadership in the Christian context is not about wielding power or authority over others; it is about leading by example, serving others, and guiding the community in faithfulness to Christ. The deacons were chosen not only for their practical skills but also for their spiritual maturity and wisdom. This underscores the idea that effective leadership in the church requires both spiritual and practical qualities.

Stephen, as one of the seven deacons, exemplified this model of servant leadership. His ministry was characterized by both service and proclamation. He cared for the physical needs of the community by ensuring that the widows received their daily provisions, and he also cared for their spiritual needs by preaching the Gospel with power and conviction. Stephen’s leadership was marked by humility, faithfulness, and a deep reliance on the Holy Spirit.

The importance of service and leadership in the church is further emphasized by the impact that the deacons’ ministry had on the early Christian community. By addressing the issue of inequality in the daily distribution, the deacons helped to preserve the unity of the church and to strengthen its witness. The church continued to grow and flourish because it was grounded in a commitment to service, justice, and care for the most vulnerable members of the community.

The role of the deacons also serves as a reminder that every member of the church has a role to play in its ministry. The apostles recognized that they could not do everything themselves and that the effective functioning of the church required the involvement of all its members. This principle remains true today. The health and growth of the church depend on the active participation of all believers in its mission of service and witness.

Theological Insights into the Qualities that Made Stephen a Man "Full of Faith and the Holy Spirit"

The description of Stephen as “a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 6:5, NIV) provides important theological insights into the qualities that made him an exemplary leader and servant in the early church. These qualities—faith, the presence of the Holy Spirit, grace, and power—are not only essential for those in leadership positions but are also vital for all believers who seek to live faithfully in service to Christ.

1. Full of Faith

Faith is the foundation of the Christian life, and Stephen is described as being “full of faith.” This means that Stephen’s life was characterized by a deep and abiding trust in God. Faith, in the biblical sense, is not merely intellectual assent to a set of beliefs; it is a lived reality, a relationship of trust and dependence on God that shapes every aspect of a person’s life.

Stephen’s faith was evident in his willingness to serve others, in his bold proclamation of the Gospel, and in his unwavering commitment to Christ even in the face of death. His faith was not just a private matter but was publicly demonstrated in his actions and in his witness. Stephen’s example challenges all believers to cultivate a faith that is not only personal but also active and visible in the way we live our lives.

Faith is also connected to the concept of faithfulness. Stephen was faithful in the tasks that were entrusted to him, whether it was overseeing the daily distribution of food or preaching the Gospel. His faithfulness in small things prepared him for the greater challenge of bearing witness to Christ before the Sanhedrin and ultimately giving his life as a martyr. Stephen’s faithfulness serves as a reminder that our daily acts of service and obedience, even in seemingly mundane tasks, are significant in God’s eyes and are preparing us for greater responsibilities in His kingdom.

2. Full of the Holy Spirit

The presence of the Holy Spirit in Stephen’s life is another key aspect of his character. To be “full of the Holy Spirit” means that Stephen was deeply attuned to the leading and guidance of the Spirit in his life. The Holy Spirit is the source of power, wisdom, and boldness for all believers, and it was the Spirit who empowered Stephen for his ministry.

The book of Acts repeatedly emphasizes the role of the Holy Spirit in the life of the early church. The Spirit descended on the apostles at Pentecost, filling them with power to preach the Gospel and perform miracles. The same Spirit was present in Stephen, enabling him to perform “great wonders and signs among the people” (Acts 6:8, NIV) and to speak with wisdom and boldness before the Sanhedrin.

The Holy Spirit also provided Stephen with the strength and grace to endure suffering and to remain faithful even unto death. As Stephen was being stoned, he was “full of the Holy Spirit” and saw “the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God” (Acts 7:55, NIV). This vision, granted by the Spirit, gave Stephen the courage to face death with peace and forgiveness in his heart.

The presence of the Holy Spirit in Stephen’s life is a reminder that true Christian service and leadership are not possible apart from the Spirit’s empowerment. It is the Spirit who gives us the wisdom, strength, and courage to live out our faith in a way that honors God and serves others. Stephen’s example challenges us to seek a deeper relationship with the Holy Spirit and to rely on the Spirit’s guidance in all aspects of our lives.

3. Full of Grace and Power

In addition to being “full of faith and of the Holy Spirit,” Stephen is also described as being “full of God’s grace and power” (Acts 6:8, NIV). Grace and power are two essential qualities that reflect the character of God and the nature of Christian ministry.

Grace, in the biblical sense, refers to the unmerited favor and love of God. To be “full of grace” means that Stephen’s life was marked by a deep awareness of God’s grace toward him and a corresponding gracefulness in his dealings with others. This grace was evident in Stephen’s willingness to serve the widows and the poor, in his bold yet compassionate proclamation of the Gospel, and in his prayer for forgiveness for his executioners as he was dying (Acts 7:60). Stephen’s life exemplified the grace of God, which transforms us and enables us to extend grace to others.

Power, on the other hand, refers to the divine strength and authority that comes from God. Stephen’s ministry was marked by power—he performed “great wonders and signs among the people” (Acts 6:8, NIV), and he spoke with such wisdom and authority that his adversaries could not refute him (Acts 6:10). This power was not of Stephen’s own making; it was the power of the Holy Spirit working through him.

The combination of grace and power in Stephen’s life is a powerful testimony to the nature of Christian ministry. Ministry is not just about serving others; it is about serving others in the power and grace of God. This requires both humility and reliance on God’s strength. Stephen’s example challenges us to seek both the grace and power of God in our own lives and to use them in the service of others.

4. A Man of Wisdom

Wisdom is another key quality that is emphasized in the selection of the seven deacons. The apostles instructed the community to choose men who were “full of the Spirit and wisdom” (Acts 6:3, NIV). Wisdom, in the biblical sense, is more than just knowledge or intelligence; it is the ability to discern God’s will and to act in accordance with it.

Stephen’s wisdom was evident in his ability to navigate the complex situation of the early church, to manage the daily distribution of food with fairness and justice, and to engage in theological debate with those who opposed the Christian faith. His wisdom was not just practical; it was deeply spiritual, rooted in his relationship with God and his understanding of the Scriptures.

The wisdom that Stephen possessed is a gift of the Holy Spirit, and it is essential for effective service and leadership in the church. Wisdom enables us to make decisions that are in line with God’s will, to navigate difficult situations with grace and discernment, and to lead others in a way that reflects the character of Christ. Stephen’s example challenges us to seek wisdom from God and to use it in the service of others.

Conclusion

The choosing of Stephen as one of the seven deacons was a significant moment in the early church’s history. It highlights the importance of service, leadership, and spiritual maturity in the life of the Christian community. Stephen was chosen because he was a man “full of faith and of the Holy Spirit,” and his ministry was marked by grace, power, wisdom, and a deep commitment to Christ.

Stephen’s life and ministry provide a powerful example of what it means to serve others in the name of Christ. His faithfulness in both small and great tasks, his reliance on the Holy Spirit, and his willingness to lay down his life for the sake of the Gospel challenge us to examine our own lives and to seek a deeper relationship with God.

As we continue to explore the story of Stephen in the chapters that follow, we will see how his witness, both in life and in death, has left an indelible mark on the Christian faith and continues to inspire believers today. Stephen’s example reminds us that
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