
Sermon for the Feast of St. Stephen – Matthew 23:34-39 
 

In the Name of the Father and of the Son  and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen 
    

Today, the second day of Christmas, the church commemorates St. Stephen the 
Martyr.  The Acts of the Apostles tell us that after the Pentecost event and because of 
great growth in numbers to the Church, the twelve apostles needed help serving the 
needs of the flock from more pastors.  Stephen is one of these.   

 
Stephen preached the death and resurrection of the Christ for the forgiveness and 

life eternal.  This message was not well received by the Jews who despised Jesus and His 
followers.  They had their weapons to attack Stephen.  They had their arguments, their 
accusations, and their stones.  They argued for a Messiah who was not Jesus, for the 
ceremonial law, and for the Jerusalem temple by which men must be saved.  Stephen 
obliterates their arguments in his sermon by showing how Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, 
Moses, Joshua, David, and Solomon lived only by God’s grace and mercy apart from the 
law.  Next, the Jews accusations simply held no weight against him.  Finally, with stones 
in hand, they seek to destroy him.   

 
 Stephen stands before the violent mob.  He is without fear.  What can they do to 

him? They can’t kill him.  At least, not in the way that matters.  God is on his side.  God 
has given His life for him.  Stephen has been promised eternal glory in the Father’s 
presence.  And he comes from a long line of those to whom God has made good on His 
promise: but Stephen is the first car of the New Testament’s martyr train of innocent 
blood.  And just as in the Old Testament, God was faithful to his martyrs: from Abel all 
the way to Zechariah.   

 
The story of Cain and Abel you know.  Abel trusted God and gave of the first of 

his flocks as a sacrifice to God.  God was not pleased with Cain’s offering, as Cain’s trust 
was not in God.  In a rage, Cain rose up and slew his brother Abel in an open field.   

 
The story of Zechariah son of Barachiah, you may not know.  When Israel’s king 

and leaders worshipped false gods, the faithful priest Zechariah rebuked them: “Why do 
you break the commandments of the Lord, so that you cannot prosper? Because you have 
forsaken the Lord, He has forsaken you.”  So they conspired against him and killed him 
with stones in the very midst of the temple courts, the Lord’s house. 

 
But whether it’s in an open field, between the sanctuary and the altar, or outside 

the city—if it’s his time to die, if it’s his time for his witness to be complete, then God will 
bring him home, but not a moment sooner. 
 

Stephen sees clearly through the minutiae and unimportant things of this world.  
He would not mistake anything good in creation such as success, popularity, or an 
abundance of things for what God actually desires to give him.  Stephen expectations 



about this life are realistic because they are formed by the Holy Scriptures.  This means 
that he knows that men always resist the Holy Spirit and do evil.  But he also knows that 
God is good and still loves men, so much so that He sacrifices His Son on the cross to 
forgive schemers, liars, and murderers.  Again and again men reject God.  Again and 
again God reaches out to them with grace, forgiveness, and peace. 
 

He came down from heaven for us men and for our salvation.  Christ, the Eternal 
Son of God, became a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief.  He came to die.  In the 
mysterious depth of the cross, He exhibited His exceedingly great love.  Christ’s mission 
of salvation begins with the house of Israel, Jerusalem, but extends to the whole world.  
He sends His messengers.  Even now He seeks to save men’s souls.   The Lord redeems 
the worst sinners as He Himself saves all men.  Tenderness meets sorrow here because 
with long-suffering and patience He still repeats his regularly rejected offer.  He stands 
at the door and knocks.  We can always receive Him again. 
 

As he’s dying, Stephen says, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.”  Sometimes 
we may think that prayer does nothing.  But there’s a profound effect in this prayer, from 
those 8 words said by Stephen: at least one heart is changed eventually.  Saul is no longer 
at odds with Stephen.  Even now, they are brothers in heaven, fellow martyrs of Christ 
who have come to their reward.  Stephen’s prayer was answered.  Paul was saved by 
grace and even reconciled to the one he murdered.  God is good. 
 

Could we be a Stephen to a Saul? God provides us opportunities for extending His 
divine mercy.  Sometimes we are angered by others beyond what we think we can 
endure.  Bitterness and hatred can run deep.  Can we give one more chance? Think of 
God’s mercy and pity in dealing with you! God deals in mercy and patience in every time 
in history just as He does for us. 
 

Holiday crabbiness, missing batteries, and family squabbles still hurt.  So do 
stones.  But they will not last.  They will not hurt forever.  Your time of relief, too, will 
come.  And there are no disappointments in heaven.  Jesus was born, died, and rose that 
He would bring you there.  We will see Him in His Crucified Glory.  We will look on Him 
who was pierced.  Here is the answer to our shortcomings, the answer to our sin, and the 
answer to death.  He sees through time, though our weakness to restoration to save us.  
The Lord desires to gather us to Himself no less than He desired to gather Jerusalem.   
 

Today we see Him again.  His words are mercy and hope: “Blessed is He who 
comes in the name of the Lord.”  Come and eat.  The babe of Bethlehem, alive out of the 
grave, is here for you.  Amen.             
 

The Peace of God which passes all understanding keep your hearts and minds in 
Christ Jesus. Amen.  BJF 
 


