
10th May 2020  The Stoning of Stephen 

 

Acts Chapter 7 records the account of the speech, arrest and subsequent stoning to death of (Saint) 

Stephen who thereby became known as the first Christian martyr. The word from which we get the 

English term ‘martyr’ has a different but related meaning in Greek. It means (simply) witness and 

we will come back to that term. 

Stephen was brought to the ruling Jewish Council to account for his charges of blasphemy. He had 

been falsely accused of speaking against Moses and God. 

His speech or sermon talked all about the great prophets in Judaism. He spoke of Abraham, Isaac 

and Jacob. He recounted the story of Moses and the burning bush and his conclusion was that the 

Jewish religious leaders had persecuted the prophets of each generation and Stephen declared: 

The Most High God does not live in houses built by human hands; (Acts 7:48) 

You can imagine the fury building in the hearts and minds of those whose authority Stephen 

attacked directly. He was not speaking against God or Moses, but was most definitely calling them 

out on their hypocrisy. Those for whom religion was the source of their power. 

This led inevitably to Stephen’s stoning and death. The circumstances seem to echo strongly the 

circumstances that had led to the death of Jesus - trumped up charges. Oh, the current irony of the 

word trumped up which means fake! Stephen commended his spirit to God in Jesus and he forgave 

those who were persecuting him right there and then. There is such a powerful sense of Stephen 

following directly in the steps of his Lord. Thankfully, few if any of us will be called to be such a 

witness. 

But, notice who is there during this episode: 

The witnesses left their cloaks in the care of a young man named Saul. (Acts 7:58) 

Saul, who was later to become the apostle Paul. 

Saul/Paul had heard and seen the testimony of Stephen. He had heard Stephen’s accusations of the 

rejection of prophet after prophet, for generations. He had heard about the burning bush and the 

parting of the sea. He had heard this man’s personal testimony which had led him to this place 

where he would be executed. And he would be killed while committing his spirit to Almighty God 

and while speaking forgiveness to those who were murdering him. 

I wonder what Paul thought. Did he start to question himself, his own attitudes and behaviour, the 

things he stood for? 

I imagine the account of Paul’s Damascus Road conversion experience is quite well-known by many. 

Some people might think that that is all he needed to become a believer. (That one dramatic 

moment.) A blinding light, eyes opened spiritual experience. Isn’t that what we all need? Maybe, 

for some, but I believe Paul’s journey to faith goes back to earlier times, including these last 

moments in Stephen’s life. Most people are not converted on-the-spot. We pick up the story in Acts 

9: 



In the meantime Saul kept up his violent threats of murder against the followers of the Lord. He 

went to the High Priest 2 and asked for letters of introduction to the synagogues in Damascus, so 

that if he should find there any followers of the Way of the Lord, he would be able to arrest them, 

both men and women, and bring them back to Jerusalem. 

3 As Saul was coming near the city of Damascus, suddenly a light from the sky flashed around 

him. 4 He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, “Saul, Saul! Why do you persecute me?”  

(Acts 9) 

What turned someone with ‘violent threats of murder’ into a leading proponent of the Christian 

faith? Well, the blinding ‘damascene’ moment is clearly pivotal, and then again, I believe his 

conscience had been pricked earlier, including when he guarded the clothing of those stoning 

Stephen to death. 

He may not have thrown a stone at Stephen but he was guilty by association and, clearly, he went 

on persecuting the early Church - the followers of the Way of the Lord. I suspect he had started to 

question the direction of his life before the divine light shone on him. 

Actions often speak louder than words. 

Stephen met his death fearlessly. Even while he was being stoned, he was a witness (that word 

again) to the goodness and mercy of God. He didn’t want to die a brutal death but he knew he was 

dying. And he knew into whose hands he was being delivered; into the loving, welcoming hands of 

his Lord. He commits his spirit to God and graciously forgives those who are unjustly killing him. We 

later discover that Paul is a thinker. He can’t have witnessed that without pausing to wonder - what 

gives this man his faith? 

In our gospel reading, we read the familiar encounter of Jesus with Thomas in John 14. Among the 

other things that are going on in that incredibly familiar passage, is Jesus urging Thomas, all the 

other disciples and us, not simply to take his word for it. Jesus says believe in God and believe in 

me. Let not your hearts be troubled. And if you can’t quite bring yourself to believe my words, see 

what I’m doing. I’m doing what the Father wants me to do. See what amazing things God is doing 

through me - and what he will do through you, if you just believe. 

The best evidence of a loving heavenly Father is the difference in someone’s life - the before and 

after - how someone was before committing their lives to God and what they turn into. 

People are rarely, if ever, argued into the kingdom. 

However, sometimes they are persuaded to take a closer look at Christianity (The Way) when they 

notice the transformation of a life dedicated to God. 

• They notice when suspicion becomes trust. 

• They notice when hatred turns to compassion. 

• They notice when obsession with self gives way to faithful service. 

• They notice when negative reaction to difficult circumstances is replaced by hope. 

• They notice. Perhaps they will notice us. 


