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Acts 6:8 -7:2a; 7:51c-60 

The Arrest of Stephen 
 Stephen, full of grace and power, did great wonders and signs among the 
people. 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. But they could not withstand the 
wisdom and the Spirit with which he spoke. Then they secretly instigated 
some men to say, ‘We have heard him speak blasphemous words against 
Moses and God.’ 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. They set up false witnesses who said, ‘This man never 
stops saying things against this holy place and the law; for we have heard 
him say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and will change the 
customs that Moses handed on to us.’ And all who sat in the council looked 
intently at him, and they saw that his face was like the face of an angel. 
Stephen’s Speech to the Council 

Then the high priest asked him, ‘Are these things so?’ And Stephen replied: 
‘Brothers and fathers, listen to me. The God of glory appeared to our 
ancestor Abraham when he was in Mesopotamia, before he lived in Haran, 

 ‘You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you are for ever 
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.’ 

The Stoning of Stephen 
 When they heard these things, they became enraged and ground their teeth 
at Stephen. 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. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I 
see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of 
God!’ But they covered their ears, and with a loud shout all rushed together 
against him. 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. 
While they were stoning Stephen, he prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.’ 
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. 
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Today we are celebrating a ‘holy day’ of St. Stephen the Martyr, our patron saint.  

The reason for this is that we never get a chance to celebrate a day in honour of St. 
Stephen. Why? Because his official feast day of celebration is December 26th. And, 
we all know what we usually do on that day, don’t we? We sleep in after an exhausting 
day of celebrating Jesus’ birthday on a day we call ‘Boxing Day’. That is, unless 
December the 26th is on a Sunday and the last time that happened was in 2010. The 
next time is in 2021. So, I’d like to talk about St. Stephen the Martyr and his times, 
today. 
St. Stephen’s full title is St. Stephen the Martyr of Jerusalem. According to the Book 
of Acts of the Apostles, he died at a young age in Jerusalem, within a couple of years 
after Jesus was executed. He was stoned to death by a group who worshipped in the 
Temple at Jerusalem because he was deeply critical of them. His death was witnessed 
by St. Paul, a Jewish Roman citizen who persecuted the followers of Jesus. It was 
shortly after Stephen’s death that Paul, a Jew, became a follower of Jesus. 
I have been talking, over the past few Sundays about how we as Christians are highly 
influenced by the stories in the bible.  

Some of them are very real, down to earth and have deeper meaning attached to them. 
I have been emphasizing that this influence contributes to our view of the world.  
This story is no exception. Stephen is the first recorded follower of Jesus who dies 
because he defended what he believed was Jesus’s teaching. So, he is called a 
‘martyr’. And that is where our parish church got its name, St. Stephen the Martyr. 
The story happened, according to scholars, sometime within five years after the death 
of Jesus.  

At that time, the twelve Apostles of Jesus provided a central oversight of the growing 
community of followers of Jesus in Jerusalem. During that time there was persecution 
of those followers, but then the Jewish Central authority, the Sanhedrin, decided to no 
longer persecute those followers of Jesus in Jerusalem. But there were two main 
groups within that young fellowship. One group was called Hebrews and while they 
followed Jesus, they had been raised in a Jewish culture, spoke mainly Hebrew and 
Aramaic and some continued worshipping in the Jewish Temple.  
The second group of followers of Jesus was called ‘Hellenists’ because they had 
adopted or were raised in a Greek and Roman culture, speaking Greek and, although 
they were Jewish they were less attached to the Jewish Temple and synagogues. 
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Probably a good example today would be the language, cultural and theological 
difference between ourselves as Anglicans and the Eastern Orthodox churches.  
Herbert O’Driscoll tells a wonderful story to illustrate the difference. A Greek 
Christian and a Jewish Christian were in a discussion about who God is, for them. The 
Jewish Christian said, “God… God… is the One who blessed my wife Sarah and 
myself with seven wonderful children. The eighth child…the eighth child… died and 
God gave strength to Sarah and myself to bear that deep loss. The Greek Christian 
said, give me a week and I will answer the question ‘who is God’ for me. Exactly one 
week later on Thursday morning at 9 o’clock, the Greek Christian came with a ten 
page, neatly printed, double-spaced document  entitled ‘Who is God’ and gave it to the 
Jewish Christian. 
Each of them, from two different cultures and backgrounds had very different views 
of God and the world, one emotional and real; and, the other more intellectual and 
logically set out. 
Stephen was the leader of the Hellenist followers of Jesus, one of a group of seven 
leaders, who gave their lives to serving Jesus.  
The Jews in Jerusalem, at this time became deeply divided over whether the Temple 
was the only place on earth where there could be given a sacrifice to God. This 
became translated into a disagreement over finances. Within the faith communities 
who followed Jesus, the Hebrew group attempted to force the Hellenist group to stop 
sharing food with Hellenist widows, who had become dependant on this support. 
So the Twelve Apostles who maintained oversight over the Hebrew and Hellenist 
groups summoned ‘the multitude’ of the followers of Jesus to settle the issue. 
Although the Apostles are all Hebrews, they do not demand that the hellenists either 
conform or leave. Instead they allowed the Hellenists to have their own leaders and to 
have their own administrators of common goods. 
Here is where this ancient story influences our world view and becomes incorporated 
into the thinking and practice of today as we try to live as God wants us to live. 
First, in this solution, the Apostles preserved the fellowship in the whole community 
of the followers of Jesus by having the Hellenists remain as fully recognized brothers 
and sisters in Christ along with the larger group of the Hebrew followers. 
I think, if you look around, We have maintained that influence in our modern day St. 
Stephens. Our fellowship, like the first Stephen is a fellowship of sisters and brothers 
in Christ. We are from many different cultural, racial, and ethnic backgrounds, but we 
are, together, an intercultural faith-community. 
Second, the Apostles accepted  that the cultural and theological disagreements 
between the Hebrews and the Hellenists were less important than their common belief 
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in Jesus. Rather than destroy the fellowship, they thought it better to accept different 
practices and thought 
In our modern day St. Stephens, we have many cultural and theological differences. 
As the late comedian Robin Williams said, the number one reason he was an Anglican 
was because he knew he could always find at least two others who had the same 
theology as his. How can we provide opportunities to share with each other our 
differing cultural and theological thoughts and practices? 
Third, Jesus did not leave a blueprint for how the community of followers should be 
administered. Out of this decision by the Apostles grew the seven in the Hellenist 
fellowship, with Stephen as leader They became the administrators for the Hellenist 
believers ensuring that what was held in common, was shared equally, especially with 
those in need. Probably the Hebrew believers did the same. The choice of these seven 
administrators was done with prayer and the laying on of hands guided by the Holy 
Spirit. Our modern St. Stephens values sharing our goods with those who are in need, 
whether it is food, used goods, advocacy or pastoral care. This is one attribute of our 
patron Saint which we must strive to continue.  
All of this preceded the conflict in that Jerusalem community, with Stephen at the 
centre. Stephen stirs up opposition at a synagogue where a number of Jews, not from 
Jerusalem, are in attendance. They take him to the governing body, the Sanhedrin and 
accuse him, falsely, of preaching against Moses and the Law and that Jesus would 
destroy the Temple Sanctuary. In his defence, Stephen says, “The Most High does not 
dwell in houses made with hands.” He accuses them of murdering Jesus just as their 
ancestors persecuted the prophets. Whereupon they take Stephen out and stone him to 
death.  
In fact, the death of Stephen closely matches the death of Jesus in the other book by 
the same author of The Book of Acts, The Gospel of Luke. 
That is the story of Stephen the Martyr, our patron Saint. By the way, Stephen is the 
patron saint of Hungary and Serbia. Closer to home, he is the patron saint of 
stonemasons, bricklayers, deacons and servers. 
- -The  Reverend Gary  Hamblin  
Sources: Anglican Book Centre, For All The Saints; Raymond E. Brown, An 
Introduction  to the New Testament; Fred Craddock et. al. Preaching Through the 
Christian Year
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