
7-11-21                         “Stephen the Martyr”                    Lynchwood CC 

WELCOME: 

SCRIPTURE READINGS:  

Acts 6:8-15; 7:54-8:1a 
8 Stephen, full of grace and power, did great wonders and signs among the people. 9 Then some of those who 

belonged to the synagogue of the Freedmen (as it was called), Cyrenians, Alexandrians, and others of those 

from Cilicia and Asia, stood up and argued with Stephen. 10 But they could not withstand the wisdom and the 

Spirit[c] with which he spoke. 11 Then they secretly instigated some men to say, “We have heard him speak 

blasphemous words against Moses and God.” 12 They stirred up the people as well as the elders and the scribes; 

then they suddenly confronted him, seized him, and brought him before the council. 13 They set up false 

witnesses who said, “This man never stops saying things against this holy place and the law; 14 for we have 

heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth[d] will destroy this place and will change the customs that Moses 

handed on to us.” 15 And all who sat in the council looked intently at him, and they saw that his face was like 

the face of an angel. 

 

… 54 When they heard these things, they became enraged and ground their teeth at Stephen.[n] 55 But filled with 

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

God. 56 “Look,” he said, “I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of 

God!” 57 But they covered their ears, and with a loud shout all rushed together against him. 58 Then they 

dragged him out of the city and began to stone him; and the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young 

man named Saul. 59 While they were stoning Stephen, he prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 60 Then he 

knelt down and cried out in a loud voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” When he had said this, he 

died.[o] 8 1 And Saul approved of their killing him. 

 

SERMON 

• We’ve been going through the Book of Acts—the stories of the beginning of Christianity, 

the beginning of the church. 

• Basically, what happened after the Gospel stories of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. 

• Our stories so far have been filled with brave acts, with great love, and with great success. 

• But today, well, today is not going to be a feely-good story of scrappy do-gooders 

overcoming the odds. 

• Instead, we have a man speaking truths that make other uncomfortable, and then paying the 

ultimate cost for doing so. 

• Towards the end, I’m going to ask you if you have ever been confronted with uncomfortable 

truths that you needed to hear—truths that you are grateful to know now.   

• Maybe someone made you uncomfortable, but was in the right. 

• I’m telling you about this now because I want you to have some time to think about this—

I’m aware that this is bit of a vulnerable topic. 

• So, church, chew on that while I tell you the tale of Stephen the Martyr. 

 

• Our story this week picks up with Stephen, who we just met last week. 

• He is a Greek-speaking, Greek-cultured Jewish man who immigrated to Jerusalem at some 

point. 

• He was 1 of 7 men selected by the church to help equitably distribute food and resources to 

everyone in their church community as they needed. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+6-8&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-27101c
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+6-8&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-27105d
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+6-8&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-27160n
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+6-8&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-27166o


• Our writer has a high view of Stephen from his intro—going out of his way to describe him 

as “full of faith” and Spirit-filled; also, “full of grace and power.” 

• Stephen goes onto do “great wonders and signs” amongst their broader community—likely 

the same kind of healing works that the apostles were busy with. 

• This work gets him noticed, and soon his fellow immigrant Jewish neighbors from a local 

synagogue begin arguing with him. 

• They are from the African and Asian continent, reminding us that Judaism 2,000yrs ago was 

more diverse than we often acknowledge—it certainly wasn’t a monolith. 

• Ultimately, they fail in their attempt to debate him. 

• So they resort to underhanded tactics—they “secretly instigate” some to cry out that Stephen 

spoke “blasphemous words against Moses and God.” 

• Soon, folks are stirred up. 

• They seize Stephen and bring him in front of the council. 

• The false witnesses—our writer goes out of his way to make sure we know that they are 

indeed lying—say that Stephen is ALWAYS talking against the temple and the law—the 

foundational texts of Judaism. 

• They say that Stephen claims Jesus is going to destroy the Temple and alter the way of life 

they received from Moses. 

• The high priest of the temple then asks Stephen, “Well, is this true?” 

• And Stephen goes onto give quite the speech. 

• It’s longer than any speech by any of the apostles in Acts—including Peter and Paul. 

• In fact, its longer than any speech given by Jesus in all of Luke (which our author also 

wrote). 

• The amount of time devoted to Stephen here shows us our author’s emphasis on this 

moment. 

• It’s a big one. 

 

• First, he addresses the council not as an outsider, not as a member of an outside religion but 

as an insider. 

• He is speaking as a Jewish person to Jewish leaders. 

• He uses familial language—“brothers and fathers.” 

• Second, he doesn’t tell just any story, but tells THEIR story. 

• He tells the story of their people. 

• Of HIS people. 

• He tells the story of the Jewish people’s relationship with God. 

• He tells of how God gave Abraham a promise that he never saw fulfilled. 

• He recounts how Joseph came to be in Egypt, brutalized and betrayed by his brothers. 

• He tells of how Moses, empowered and led by God, was resisted by his own people. 

• And he reminds the council that the temple wasn’t always there—that they used to worship 

God in a tent. 

• And that God is beyond any building or structure—just like Solomon, who built the first 

temple, acknowledged. 



• He concludes by pointedly reminding the group that the prophets themselves were forcefully 

resisted by God’s own people.  

 

• Throughout the speech, Stephen is making a comparison between those who follow God’s 

Spirit, and those who have rejected others for doing so. 

• He makes it clear that he sees the council, and the high priest as continuing that tradition—of 

rejecting those who have followed where God led. 

• He says, “you are forever opposing the Holy Spirit, just as your ancestors used to do.  

• “Which of the prophets did your ancestors not persecute?  

• “They killed those who foretold the coming of the Righteous One, and now you have 

become his betrayers and murderers. 

• “You are the ones that received the law as ordained by angels, and yet you have not kept it.’” 

 

• Basically, of all the people, you, council, should have done better. 

• You’re our religious leaders.  

• And instead of following God where God was leading, you rejected God’s servant and killed 

him, just like our ancestors killed the prophets. 

 

• Stephen has really turned over this whole proceeding. 

• He is the one in danger, the one under the scrutiny of Jerusalem’s leaders. 

• The apostles were recently all flogged—he surely knows the risk he’s running. 

• And yet, instead of insisting on his own innocence against these accusations of blasphemy, 

he puts these leaders in the hot seat. 

• He testifies against them—that they are not the heroes of this story. 

• That they are, in fact, repeating the crimes of their ancestors. 

• They have rejected the leading of God’s Spirit by having Jesus executed. 

• This is Stephen’s bold witness. 

• From within his own tradition, like the reformers and counter-reformers of the 1500s, he 

points out the wrongdoing of these leaders. 

• He doesn’t want to see the temple, or the Law of Moses, or Judaism, destroyed—he wants to 

see people follow where God leads. 

• He wants them to experience Jesus. 

• And so he testifies against these leaders. 

• These keepers of religious and civic life. 

 

• The result of this speech is painfully predictable. 

• The council becomes enraged. 

• He calls them out for murder, and they respond murderously. 

• This time, there is no council member talking them down. 

• This time, there is no angel to free him. 

• But, curiously, there is Jesus. 

• In his 2nd of 3 appearances in the book of Acts. 



• Stephen, our author tells us, is granted some heavenly vision where he can see Jesus at the 

right hand of God. 

• And Jesus is not “sitting at God’s right hand,” representing his authority below God, as he is 

usually described. 

• No, he’s standing. 

• Some in the early church, like Ambrose, took this to mean that Jesus was standing to help 

Stephen. 

• Regardless, in the end, the only friend Stephen sees in his final moments is Jesus. 

 

• The council takes him out of the temple, and eventually drags him out of the city. 

• And they begin to murder him—death by casting stones. 

• While he’s dying, Stephen responds very much like Jesus on the cross. 

• Just as Jesus prayed for God to receive his spirit, Stephen prays for Jesus to receive his. 

• And just as Jesus prayed for the forgiveness of his executors, Stephen kneels down and cries 

out, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them,” right before dying. 

 

• Such a bleak scene. 

• This is the story of Stephen the Martyr—which means “Stephen the Witness.” 

• The very 1st Christian martyr. 

• And watching it all, nodding in approval, complicit in this murder, is Saul. 

• The man who would one day change his name to Paul and share Christianity throughout the 

Greek-speaking world. 

• We meet him with the blood of an innocent on his hands. 

 

• This story is one of misplaced outrage, and opportunities for growth and repentance lost. 

• It’s a story of a truth-teller being put to death for speaking that truth. 

• Of religious people choosing their positions and comfort over following God. 

• Of powerful people extinguishing a critical voice when held accountable. 

• It is the story of Stephen, and how his story ends. 

• And ALSO of Paul, and how his story begins. 

• For so many of us, this is our story too. 

• I have been that zealous voice of misplaced outrage. 

• I have been that defensive religious leader. 

• For example, I have been that teacher of exclusion and shame to young people just seeking 

to belong in a community that cared about them. 

• Have you ever had “the shakes” when challenged on matters you hold dear? 

• I have. 

• I was taught in Bible college that the discomfort I experience when confronted by a 

viewpoint that differs from mine is God’s way of telling me that the other person is wrong. 

• Some of you may have been taught the same. 

• But the council in this story was so uncomfortable, so enraged, that they killed over it—and 

they were certainly not in the right. 



 

• Today, as we prepare to close down this message, I seek to hear from you.  

• Have you had a “Stephen” in your life, challenging you to grow somehow? 

• Maybe someone who made you uncomfortable, but was in the right? 

• Have you ever been confronted by uncomfortable truths that you’re glad to know now? 

o Get answers. 

• Thank you. 

• Today, I find myself quite grateful for those Stephens who have spoken into my life, making 

me uncomfortable and challenging me to grow. 

• Some of them I don’t remember the names of. 

• Others will stay in my heart forever. 

• One of them is named after Stephen—my spouse Stephanie. 

 

• I hope and pray that we can, like Jesus would say, have the eyes to see and the ears to hear 

truth when it comes our way. 

• That we can see, repent, and follow God in redirecting our lives—even when it may cost us 

comfort. 

• I also hope and pray that we can, like Stephen, have the mouths to speak such truth to one 

another, and the boldness to confront wrongs at all levels. 

 


