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The church has commemorated St. Stephen on the second day of Christmas since the fourth century, the very century in 
which a dedicated celebration of the Lord’s Nativity first took place. Which shows an early recognition of some 
connection between the first to shed his blood after our Lord’s ascension and the celebration of our Lord’s nativity. An 
ancient chant for this day goes: “Yesterday Christ was born into the world so that today Stephen would be born into 
heaven.” That the Lord’s redemption means that when we die we are brought through heaven’s portals as though it were a 
birth, begotten into heavenly glory, is the reason the dates on which the church remembers the saints are often the dates 
which tradition assigns to their death. These days are called the dies natalis – “day of birth.” 
 

This is the right and true way to speak of the effect of Jesus Christ’s birth. If the Christ Child had not been born, not only 
Stephen but the entire world would be lost. Stephen’s sleep in death to await the resurrection of his body, and his soul’s 
entrance through an open heaven to the glory of God in eternal life are the perfect demonstration of what we have from 
the incarnation and birth of the Child Jesus. He is born to die so that when we die we are born into heaven. A bishop 
from fifth century Africa reflects on this point: 
 

Yesterday we celebrated the temporal Birth of our eternal King, 
   today we celebrate the triumphant passion of His soldier. 
Yesterday our King, clothed in His robe of flesh, left His place in the virgin’s womb and graciously visited the world, 
   today His soldier, leaving his earthly tent, entered triumphantly into heaven. 
Jesus, the eternal God, assumed the lowly raiment of our flesh to enter the battlefield of this world, 
   Stephen, laying aside the perishable garment of his body, ascended to heaven to reign with Christ forever. 
Jesus descended veiled in our flesh, 
   Stephen ascended wreathed in the laurels of a martyr. 
Yesterday Jesus was wrapped for our sakes in swaddling cloths, 
   today Stephen is clothed with the robe of immortal glory. 
Yesterday a narrow crib held the infant Jesus, 
   today the immensity of the heavenly court receives the triumphant Stephen.  
 

The name Stephen means “garland” or “crown.” See in that name the beautiful consolation given us by holy Christmas. 
Whoever believes in the name of Jesus, whoever confesses Him as God and Lord come to redeem and save us, is 
righteous before God and can expect that glorious crown, no matter the heat of the world’s hatred, no matter how intense 
the attacks of the devil, no matter how ignominious and even painful the manner of death may be. Christians do not 
“die,” but, like Stephen, fall asleep. And it is not shameful. It is our heavenly birthday, our entry before the Lord in glory 
to receive a crown. 
 

All this is a very foreign way of thinking to the world. It is sillier than decking the church in the bloody red of martyrs the 
day after Christmas! Who looks at Christians slaughtered in Africa and the Middle East and says, “They have triumphed!”? 
Who buries a loved one, weeping and mourning, yet also says, “Christ be praised; He does all things well!”? Who goes 
through suffering and gives thanks to God, praying for those who inflict it? Christians do! 
 

God always speaks and acts in ways contrary to the thinking of the world. Almighty God comes to deliver humanity by 
coming as a baby. That is not how we would have done it. We obsess over having our way. We exercise might and power 
to ensure that our will is carried out, and plot revenge, ways to get the upper hand over our opponents and vindicate 
ourselves over those who do us wrong. Not the Lord Jesus. He comes in weak humility, as the most helpless of people. 
Did you hear it in the first hymn today? It’s stunning:  
 

This Child, though weak in infancy,  
Our confidence and joy shall be,  
The pow’r of Satan breaking, 

 
The weak infant Child is what gives us confidence and joy amidst all that we suffer in this life. The confidence and joy that 
comes from this little baby breaks Satan’s power over us. It is the meekness of our Lord that teaches us to set aside the 



ways of worldly power and might. It teaches us to see our strength in our own weakness, for there we see the strength of 
God. It teaches us to desire the good and well-being of others above our own, even when they grieve and wrong us, for 
they are as much Christ’s object of love as we are. 
 
This is not just what we see in the infant Child of Bethlehem, it what we see in the Lord’s entire life. He grows up not to 
exercise power, to have His own way by sheer might, but to suffer humiliation and death. He vindicates Himself before 
His opponents only by citing Scripture. Luther puts it so very well in his Christmas hymn: 
 

And so it pleases You to see This simple truth revealed to me: 
That worldly honor, wealth, and might Are weak and worthless in Your sight. 

 

This is how it always has been. Today’s Epistle gave us the account of Stephen’s preaching and martyrdom. It skips a big 
chunk of Stephen’s sermon, 50 verses. If I had to go back, I’d include them because in his sermon Stephen recounts the 
whole history of Israel, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Joshua, David, and Solomon. It’s a really wonderful review 
not just of the history, but of the preaching and work of God towards His people. It is the Scriptures’ call to repentance. 
That is what God does. He sends preachers to His people to call them to repentance. It is often rejected, spurned not just 
by unbelief, but by hatred and violence. 
 
What our Lord did for Israel of Old, He continues to do today. Because no matter how wicked, how sinful a people may 
be, how obstinate in their sin and unbelief, how literally hell-bend we are on getting our own way, the Lord desires to 
gather His people as a hen gathers her chicks. And He does call, gather, enlighten, and sanctify His saints, even in midst of 
such hatred, rejection, and sin. 
 

The prophets were persecuted and killed to silence their call to repentance. The scribes and teachers of the Law plotted to 
kill Jesus, and in their thinking they succeeded. Stephen’s confession of the truth, that Jesus was the Christ long-promised, 
rejected by His people even as they had rejected the prophets, was met with the grinding of teeth, stopping up of ears, and 
the casting of stones until Stephen’s heart stopped beating.  
 
The Word of God is always met this way. Our Lord was born in a stable, laid in a feeding trough, because there was no 
room, no place for Him, in Joseph’s family home. Already as an infant He is rejected. The infant of Christmas is rejected 
yet today as He is crowded out by the world’s version of Christmas, with its reindeer, elves, and Frosty, sentiments of 
charity and being nice. He is pushed out by hard hearts that insist on their own way, sinful desires that demand to be 
satisfied.  
 

But the dear Christ enters in wherever meek souls will still receive Him. The lowly, those who trust not in themselves, 
their genealogy or works, but solely in this Savior who is the fulfillment of all the promises given through the prophets, 
who has shed His blood for us, who was born to give us second birth, He gives glad hearts. Glad hearts even in midst of 
earthly sorrows, strife, bitterness, disagreement between family and congregation members, a less than perfect Christmas, 
hatred of the world. In the face of false witnesses, outright lies laid against him, Stephen is seen by his enemies, to have 
the face of an angel.  
 
It is one of those there at Stephen’s martyrdom, a man by the name of Saul, at whose feet the cloaks of those who stoned 
Stephen to death were laid, he was later brought to faith, and was then known as St. Paul of Tarsus, the author of more 
books of the New Testament than any other, and the greatest evangelist in all of church history. He had to face the rest of 
his life as one associated with Stephen’s death. Talk about burdens of guilt! He went on to suffer beatings, attempts at 
stoning, shipwreck, assassination attempts, and more. And yet he is the very one who wrote of the comfort of the Gospel 
in midst of suffering. He is the one who, even as he sits in jail, writes to the Philippian Christians to rejoice in the Lord 
always! 
 

St. Stephen’s joy, that of St. Paul, and our own, is not drummed up by sheer willpower, putting on a happy face, or 
looking on the bright side of things. It is not based on all the artificial décor of the season that will soon be packed away. 
Joy and hope is found in the Lord Jesus; the one who came and already suffered the very same things and far more. Who 
made our sufferings holy, for they draw us to look to Him, who now sits high above all heavens at the right hand of His 
Father, having triumphed over all things, who brings His people even through death, to a joy that surpasses and outlasts 
even the most Merry Christmas. 
 


