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Stephen, often called the first Christian martyr, is the subject of the 7th 

chapter of Acts. Today we hear about the end of his life. 

 

ACTS 7:55-60 

55But 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!” 57But they covered their ears, and with a 

loud shout all rushed together against him. 58Then 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. 59While they 

were stoning Stephen, he prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my 

spirit.” 60Then 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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Love Casts Out Fear 
 

 What, in heaven’s name, did Stephen do to warrant an angry 

mob throwing rocks at his head until he is dead? Let’s backtrack to 

the beginning of the story—a story that begins with a vague 

description of an argument between the Hellenist Jews and the 

Hebrew Jews.  

The Hellenist Jews grew up in areas of the world where the 

Greek culture dominated. Perhaps they were descendants of Jews 

who had been exiled out of Israel during the Assyrian invasion. 

They were Jews with a vague and distant memory of their ancestors’ 

history in Israel, but their language, their customs were Greek. 

Even their worship practices had been colored by Greek traditions. 

Now, however, they have returned to Israel, their homeland, to live 

within the Jewish community. 

The Hebrews, on the other hand, were Jews who lived in 

Israel. Perhaps they were the ones left behind after the Assyrian 

invasion. Perhaps they even had relatives in common with the 

Hellenist Jews. The Hebrew Jews spoke Aramaic, and followed the 

traditions, customs, and laws of the Hebrew people in and around 

Judea and Galilee. Some of those laws dictated the care of women 

in the community. Women were financially safe and secure if they 

were married, but if widowed, they were exposed to the dangers of 

exploitation and poverty. The law required the larger community to 

support their widows through the daily distribution of food. The 

argument between the Hellenists and the Hebrews is that the 
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Hellenists’ widows are not receiving a fair share of the food 

distribution. 

It is important to remember that while these two groups of 

people were Jews with different languages and traditions, they were 

all followers of Christ. What is of utmost importance to this 

community of Jesus’ followers is spreading Jesus’ teachings—the 

“word of God” as they call it. So the leaders delegate the 

responsibility for sorting out this problem of feeding the widows to a 

group of “seven men of good standing” who are “full of the Spirit 

and of wisdom” from the Greek-speaking side of the community. 

Stephen is one of those seven. 

Barbara Brown Taylor describes Stephen as an “ordinary 

Christian.” She writes: 

He was not one of the Twelve. He was not even a candidate  
to replace Judas when that slot came open. As far as we  

can tell, he was not anyone’s idea of headline material.  

He was simply a good, faithful man who could be trusted  
to distribute food to those who were hungry without putting  

more on one person’s plate than another’s. (BBT, Home By  

Another Way, Cowley Publications, Cambridge, MA, 1999, p 124) 

 

Luke tells us that Stephen was “full of grace and power” and 

“did great wonders and signs among the people.” He doesn’t 

elaborate what those signs and wonders are, but instead recalls 

that some of those who belonged to the synagogue liked to argue 

with Stephen. Apparently Stephen is doing more than tending to 

the nutrition of the widows. He’s not afraid to speak up at temple in 

such a way that all arguments against his words pale in 
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comparison to his wisdom and the Spirit (with a capital S) with 

which he speaks.  

The charge to the Hellenists was to choose men “full of the 

Spirit and of wisdom.” Seems like they did their job, doesn’t it. But 

now they don’t like one of their choices. And I’m guessing it’s 

because the older members of the community, the Hebrews, the 

“original Jews,” a.k.a. the “real” Jews, don’t like the newer 

members, the foreigners, the Hellenists, showing them up or telling 

them what to do. So they connive amongst themselves to tell lies 

about Stephen and accuse him of blasphemy. They present a list of 

charges against him at council: disrespect of holy places, disrespect 

of holy laws, and disrespect of holy customs passed down from 

generation to generation. And at the end of their accusations, 

everyone looks at Stephen intently and for one exquisite moment 

sees that his face is like the face of an angel. For just a moment 

they see God in Stephen. 

None of this part of the story is in our reading for today, nor is 

the sermon that Stephen preaches at his trial, a sermon that 

reminds the Hebraic Jews of their history and tradition, a sermon 

that ends by saying that this isn’t the first time they have refused to 

listen to a prophetic word, a sermon that over and over again 

contrasts those who live from the heart of Scripture and the will of 

God and those who want to preserve the familiar, who want to make 

life—and God—manageable. It didn’t take long for those who were 

listening to figure out they didn’t like what he was saying.  
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And that brings us to today’s reading where Luke tells us they 

cover their ears and shout against Stephen. Then, in a fury, they 

rush at him, drag him out of the city, and throw stones at him until 

his skull is cracked and they are certain he is dead. And with his 

last breath Stephen prays that their actions won’t be held against 

them. 

What a story, huh? What are we supposed to make of it? 

Some say it is a transitional story Luke includes in order to 

introduce us to a young man named Saul, another Greek-speaking 

Jew, another person who felt the Spirit touch and change his life, 

another Christian martyr. Stephen’s words and death are the 

precursors to Saul’s conversion and transformation into Paul the 

apostle. 

Some say Luke portrays Stephen as a Christ model. He has a 

moment of transfiguration as his face shines like an angel’s before 

his accusers, he sees the heavens open and the glory of God, he 

prays for God to receive his spirit as he is dying, and asks that his 

murderers be forgiven. All of these are parallels to Jesus’ life.  

For Rev. Kate Huey Stephen’s story is one of the most vivid 

memories from her childhood religious classes. She says,  

The picture of his death (with Saul standing there holding  

the cloaks of those casting the stone) has long outlived my  
ability to recall the answers to all those catechism  

questions that I conscientiously memorized. The underlying  

message was clear: being a faithful Christian can get you  
killed, but you must be brave and persist to the end. (“Weekly  

Seeds,” UCC website, May 22, 2011.) 
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Barbara Brown Taylor tells us that in putting Stephen and 

Jesus together it is pretty hard to deny that this is what the 

Christian life looks like. It’s not about changing other people’s 

minds to our belief. It’s not about having the biggest, best-looking 

church in town. It’s not just about taking the time to be kind and 

generous. And maybe it is not even just about “telling the truth so 

clearly that some people want to kill us for it.” (Op cit, BBT, p 125)  

It is about being true to living in God’s world. 

 While I do not believe that martyrdom like Christ’s or 

Stephen’s is the end we are bound to seek, I do believe that it can 

happen if we truly live our faith. If we believe we have something 

good, something of value in our lives because we have this faith, we 

are compelled to share it, to speak boldly about it, to tell the story 

of God’s loving embrace of all of humanity that leads us to forgive 

even when forgiveness seems impossible, to maintain an awareness 

of God’s embrace when the world around us is roaring with rage, 

and to seek God’s kindom when the world tries to hide it by setting 

limits and creating smoke screens that say it can’t exist. Such 

ideals are unbearable for some who will do anything and everything 

they can to stop us.  

Such ideals, though, will also cause us to die “little deaths” as 

we seek to live them. Selfishness must die, as well as pride and the 

need for control or revenge. Close-mindedness needs to die as well 

as our discomfort at taking a good, close look at our lives to see 

where God is working. And it is this willingness to be changed, to 

open ourselves to God’s presence, to move beyond the boundaries 
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we want to impose and the world wants to impose, and to be 

witnesses to Jesus teachings that make us martyrs for our faith. 

This is, perhaps, the hardest part of our call as Christians. 

 There has been a saying around for a long time that asks the 

question: “If you were accused of being a Christian, would there be 

enough evidence to convict you?” What does the necessary evidence 

look like? Well, if you know me at all, you know what my answer is 

to that question. It looks like love. Loving God is what is at the 

heart of Christianity and the key to living in God’s world. 

In his book, Convictions, Marcus Borg writes that in loving 

someone we combine “cherishing and delight, valuing and caring, 

commitment and loyalty, attention and presence, and . . . yearning 

and longing” (Borg, Marcus, Convictions, p. 213) and bring them into focus on 

the object of our affection. That means we love what they love, we 

get to know them as deeply as we can, and show compassion 

toward them. We learn, thus, to feel what they feel, and to want the 

best for them—not just things, but justice and mercy above all. We 

also learn to imitate the things we love about them. I’m certain this 

is what Jesus meant when he told the Pharisees, “You shall love the 

LORD you God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with 

all your mind,” in answer to their question about the greatest 

commandment. And I believe this is what Stephen believed too. 

Both of them knew love of God was the key to living their lives—love 

that made their faces shine like an angels, love that stood up to the 

powers of the world and challenged them to do right by everyone, 

love that forgave the powers of the world when all the powers knew 
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how to do was bring hurt and death to those they considered less 

than. Yes, Jesus and Stephen live in a love that stayed with them 

even through their last breath. Such love casts out all fears. 

Isn’t that what we all want: a life without fear? Can you 

imagine what that would feel like? How freeing it would be? How 

confidently we would share with each other our words and our 

feelings? How passionately we would strive to make sure everyone 

had what they needed? And how grateful we would be to live 

together in a world filled with justice and mercy and love that 

fearless living would bring? Imagine, then, what our politics, our 

economics, and our relationship to the rest of the world would be 

like. Imagine what it would be like to live in each moment as it is 

presented with love, not fear, in our hearts. If you can do that, you 

can see the kindom of God. 

This is the Good News that Jesus taught. It is also what got 

him killed. And that’s the rub, isn’t it? Because if we believe this, 

then there will be times when our desires for safety and a life of 

ease crash up against this Good News. That’s when we have to take 

a deep breath and trust God to work in and through us. That’s 

when we have to let go of our fear of losing what we want and cling 

to God’s desire for peace and justice and mercy and love. 

A former Chaplain to the New York City Fire department, 

Father Mychal Judge, knew this. He prayed each day to live in 

God’s kindom. He prayed on the morning of the day the two towers 

of the World Trade Center were brought down by terrorists. He died 

at the foot of the South Tower administering last rites to a dying 
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firefighter. After his death, his prayer has lived on as a reminder of 

how to live in love with God. I’ll leave you with Fr. Mychal’s words: 

Lord, 
Take me where you want me to go; 
Let me meet who you want me to meet; 
Tell me what you want me to say, and 
Keep me out of your way. Amen. 


	May 14, 2017
	Acts 7:55-60
	55But 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!” 57But they covered their e...

