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On that day a great persecution broke out against the church in Jerusalem, and all except the 
apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria. 2 Godly men buried Stephen and 
mourned deeply for him. 3 But Saul began to destroy the church. Going from house to house, he 
dragged off both men and women and put them in prison.  4 Those who had been 
scattered preached the word wherever they went. 5 Philip went down to a city in Samaria and 
proclaimed the Messiah there. (Acts 8:1-5) 
Chapter seven concluded with the account of the barbaric execution of Stephen, the 
church’s first martyr. In chapter eight Luke shows how the death of Stephen spawned 
some very noteworthy events. 

I. The	Stoning	of	Stephen	Is	a	Catalyst	
A. The	community	mourns	the	loss	of	a	great	man	

Next, Luke takes note of those who mourned over Stephen. A closer look reveals some 
interesting information.  
2 Godly men buried Stephen and mourned deeply for him. 
The key here is the word translated “godly”. This is a term usually used of Jews. We 
don’t expect this word to be used by Luke to refer to the Christians. Yet, we don’t expect 
the Jews to be involved in mourning Stephen’s death. The fact is, Luke may have 
possibly been referring to pious Jews who were not approving of the way the Jewish 
leadership was behaving, and they showed great sympathy for Stephen. And, there is 
still the possibility Luke uses this term on this rare occasion to refer to the fellow 
Christians.  
The mourning Luke refers to here infers a very deep and demonstrative mourning. This 
kind of mourning was not allowed by Jewish custom and law for those who had been 
sentenced by the Sanhedrin. Such display would have been considered a public 
disapproval and rebuke of the actions of the Sanhedrin.  
Even though it is not clear if these mourners were sympathetic Jews or fellow 
Christians, the fact that these mourners showed so much love and respect 
demonstrates the impact Stephen’s death had on the community.  

B. The	opposition	is	enraged	and	mobilized	
First, Luke tells us the stoning of Stephen served to throw fuel on the flames of anti-
Christian bigotry. Hidden behind the narrative of the great revival that was sweeping 
through Jerusalem lies the smoldering hatred of the Jews against this new movement 
that was growing to a volatile point of spontaneous combustion.  They had tried to rein 
this in with two intimidating court proceedings against the kingpin leaders, Peter and 
John, but both occasions were to no avail. This movement was quickly getting out of 
hand and the Jews were losing control over their own people as thousands were 
converting. We don’t sense how tense and explosive the situation is until Luke reveals 
that in the aftermath of Stephen’s stoning -  
On that day a great persecution broke out against the church in Jerusalem, (8:1) 

The murderous execution of Stephen catapulted the highly charged Jews into a riotous 
frenzy. That same day, they began a massive assault against all the converts. There 
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are few things more dangerous than a riotous mob. Word quickly spread among the 
Christian converts of the stoning of Stephen and the rabid mob that was sweeping the 
city looking for more victims. There was no time to plan or pack – they just fled from 
Jerusalem and scattered into the regions of Judea and Samaria.  

C. Christian	Missions	is	Inaugurated	
Notice two important truths about this.  
First, this is another excellent example of God leveraging adversity to advance His 
cause. Just as the abuse of Joseph paved the way for ultimately saving Jacob and his 
family, so the persecution of the early church drove the saints into new territories. God 
never intended for Christians to set up camp in Jerusalem and bask in the spirit of 
revival. He wanted them to go out from Jerusalem and evangelize the world. They just 
needed a little shove.  
While the enemy thinks he is striking a fatal blow to Christianity by breaking up the 
nucleus there in Jerusalem, the fact was he unwittingly was scattering seed into the 
fields throughout the region and, ultimately, to the rest of the world. Hell’s own evil plans 
played right into God’s hands. According to verse 4,  
4 Those who had been scattered preached the word wherever they went. 

They were more missionaries and evangelists than they were mere refugees.  
The second noteworthy item in this narrative is the fact that those who fled out of fear 
were actually fulfilling God’s purpose in their life. That is a theological bone for us to 
chew on. On one hand, we might tend to think that fleeing out of fear is a weak and 
faithless thing to do. In this mentality, we might argue that we should never as good 
Christian soldiers desert our post. Now here is the difficulty. The very thing that caused 
them to flee was the thing that brought them into the place God ultimately wanted them 
to be, the place were God was planning to use them.  
The lesson we should glean from this is that sometimes God may use our 
circumstances to put us in the position He wants for us. Moving out of fear or concern 
for one’s family is not always considered a surrender, or a concession to Hell. 
Sometimes it is reckless just to stay and fight unnecessary battles out of stubbornness 
or careless commitment to a cause. And the only way to know the difference between 
shamelessly retreating and strategically regrouping is by following the leading of the 
Spirit. There is no indication whatsoever God shamed those who fled Jerusalem. They 
did the only sane and right thing they knew how to do and God worked with that.  

D. The	Apostles	stood	firm	
Notice this bit of trivia: Everyone scattered except the Apostles.  
and all except the apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria.  
They Apostles never flinched. They stared down the opposition and refused to tuck tail 
and run. There was still work to be done in Jerusalem. Christianity had a foot print in 
that city and someone needed to stay and tend to the ministry there. The Apostles 
certainly demonstrated the quality of their character and the effectiveness of their 
intense training under Jesus when in the face of “great persecution” they stood firm. 
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They would pay the ultimate price for such commitment. The best records we have 
indicate eleven of the twelve apostles died a martyr’s death. Only John, who was exiled 
to Patmos, is known to have died a natural death, yet as a political prisoner.  
This is the heroic stuff great stories are made of. It is the classic plot in which a rag tag 
bunch of unrefined, undisciplined men are whipped into a lean, mean, elite force nobody 
can stop. They don’t cower. They don’t run. They are not for sale at any price. They 
have been trained by the best and they can take anything the enemy throws at them.  

II. 	The	Theology	of	Suffering	
As I had mentioned at the beginning of this sermon series in Acts, the one underlying 
theme that ties almost ever chapter together in Acts is the theme of persecution; 
suffering. As much as we prefer to focus on the exciting and miraculous exploits of the 
early church as documented in Acts, we miss one of the main points of the church if we 
don’t acknowledge the continuous pressure of persecution the characters in Acts 
constantly operated under.  
Typically, people have a very poor theology of suffering; a very unscriptural theology of 
suffering. Most people tend to view suffering as a very undesirable thing that we must 
try to avoid at by any means. We associate health and prosperity and comfort with the 
blessings of God and suffering with the attack of the enemy.  
But there is a Biblical dimension about suffering that, if we could truly grasp, would 
fundamentally transform us from the inside out.  

A. Suffering	for	the	cause	of	Christ	is	a	normal	thing.		
The early church knew nothing of the prosperity gospel. We are bombarded with it by 
some of the most popular and prominent television preachers. The first thing the early 
church understood about following Christ is that it would cost them something. The 
modern day church is pounded with a prosperity gospel that says following God will 
reward you handsomely.  
We suffer and struggle as individuals, and we struggle and suffer collectively as the 
church as we storm the gates of Hell.  
Second Century Christian apologist Tertullian spoke before the rulers of the Roman 
Empire and warned them, “Kill us, torture us, condemn us, grind us to the dust… The 
more you mow us down, the more we grow. The seed is the blood of Christians.” 

B. God	is	revealed	in	the	times	of	our	suffering	in	dimensions	we	will	otherwise	
never	experience	

Notice that the moment that Stephen is filled with the Holy Spirit is moments during the 
occasion of his greatest suffering.  
I listened to the testimony of a young fellow pastor at a District Council meeting who had 
gotten a strange illness in which he endured for months. He grew weaker and weaker 
until he was literally at the point of death and the doctors were unsure he would recover. 
He miraculously began to turn around and eventually fully recovered. But the interesting 
thing he shared was that he came to know God in a way he had never known him 
before. He had loved God and served his all his life, and preached about Him and 
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studied about Him, but He discovered God in a new dimension in the depths of his 
suffering.  
Paul famously said,  
I want to know Christ--yes, to know the power of his resurrection and participation in his 
sufferings, becoming like him in his death,  (Philippians 3:10) 
You can’t really know Christ until you suffer like Christ. Your knowledge is shallow, 
superficial until He is revealed to you in your suffering.  

C. Suffering	enhances	our	effectiveness	as	witnesses	for	Christ	
People trust people who have invested blood, sweat, and tears in their product. People 
trust people who have a personal testimony. That is why we have all these paid actors 
giving testimony on television about how this product transformed their life. Advertisers 
know people trust a personal testimony.  
Rather than dread suffering, we are to anticipate it. We are to see the priceless 
enrichment we gain from it. Rather than allowing those times of personal suffering in our 
past to continue to bring unbearable pain and dreadful memories, we are supposed to 
understand God does something for us and in us through our suffering that makes us a 
much better person than we ever would have or could have been otherwise.  
You let the suffering of your past haunt you for the rest of your life, or you can find the 
true Biblical theology of suffering is to view our struggles as occasions of personal 
growth and preparation for life ahead.  
I am not glad I had to suffer, but I am glad I got through it. I am glad I know how to 
survive. I am glad God sustained me. I am glad I know first hand that God was there for 
me. I may not want to do it again, but I know if I must, God will carry me and He will be 
glorified.  
Do you know why this is a very relevant topic today? Because we are living in a unique 
age in which we have come to believe nobody should have to suffer. We have coined 
the term “snowflakes” for a young generation that can’t handle controversy, much less 
the hardships of life. We have to provide safe spaces and special counselors to help 
mitigate their suffering when someone actually has a differing opinion than theirs.  
Our medicine cabinets are full of junk to keep us from suffering. We have an opioid 
epidemic here in the U.S. because people are trying to escape every little twinge of 
suffering.  
If you have a good Biblical theology of suffering, you won’t be crippled by the false 
expectations and false hope this world believes in. We need what the saints of the early 
church had – a deep seated conviction that it was a joy and privilege to suffer for God. 
 


