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Do you really think how you live in response to Christ makes a difference? Is it really worth it?  

I suppose a few of those Christians watching their beloved Stephen being executed must have  

asked the same questions.  

I want to focus on the way Stephen dies. I don’t mean the rocks ripping his flesh, the stones  

crushing his skull. I want to focus on Stephen’s attitude. It is Christ-like, even as he is  

traumatized, tormented, and killed. “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit. Do not hold this sin against 

them.”  

Turn the other cheek. Love your enemies. Forgive. Stephen lives his faith in Jesus literally to  

his dying breath.  

Well, so what? On the day Stephen died, his faith would have seemed quaint, or foolish, or  

ineffectual. No one would have blamed him if he had prayed, “Lord Jesus, bring vengeance and  

judgment upon these evildoers.” That’s the prayer I think I would have been tempted to pray.  

We all like to get even. But Jesus never tried to get even. And Stephen does not either. For us,  

often this notion of forgiveness or mercy is a great concept, until we actually have to forgive  

someone or be merciful, but for Stephen it is the center, the defining truth of his life, and he  

carries it with him to his death.  

So often when we invite people to believe in Jesus, we mean: accept that he died for your sins.  

Make a profession of faith that Jesus died and rose again. Pray a certain prayer. But there is this  

deeper level of faith: not just belief in Jesus as a concept, but rather trust in the ways of Jesus,  

the teaching of Jesus, the attitude of Jesus.  

Probably what we believe about Jesus makes little difference to those whom we are trying to  

invite into a relationship with him. But how we live in response to Jesus makes all the difference  

in the world.  



What would you have done if you had been in the crowd? Laughed a little louder at this prayer  

for mercy? Thrown the stones a little harder? At the time, yes, perhaps. But I think his living  

for Jesus, even at the point of death, planted a seed in Saul, who suddenly comes front and  

center on to the scene.  

That day, there is no evidence that Saul was touched at all by Stephen's witness. But God was  

working on Saul and the day would come when Saul, on his way to Damascus, would be  

encountered by the Risen Christ, would change his name to Paul, and become the greatest  

Christian of all time.  

And God used this horrific incident of Stephen’s stoning in another way as well. Without the  

persecution, those believers never would have taken faith in Jesus out into the countryside of  

Samaria and Judea. The persecution unleashed by Stephen’s death, instead of destroying the  

Christian faith, set it free to grow.  

But the church would only have grown if those persecuted, exiled Christians had taken their  

faith with them. Stephen inspired them as well. Not just that he was willing to die for Jesus,  

but that he was unwilling to betray the principles of Jesus. I would have prayed for vengeance.  

Stephen prayed for mercy upon his murderers and upon the persecutors. And his prayer  

changed the world.  

I think it changed Saul. Not at first. After all he approved of the killing. Watched over the  

coats of those who were stoning Stephen. Was inspired to persecute the church even more by  

the killing. Ravaged the church.  

But when we offer the mercy, grace, forgiveness of Christ, that’s when the Kingdom grows.  

And could it be that when Paul writes his first letter to the church in Corinth, he remembers  

what happens as Stephen dies? When Paul writes, even if we give our bodies over to the flames, that  

is to persecution and even death, but have not love, we gain nothing. Stephen persisted in his  

Christ-like love. Saul noticed.  

Folks, today the Christian faith is in crisis. We have foolish people running around predicting  



that this day or that day will be the end. And as they are once again wrong, as they always are,  

our faith loses credibility. And, we also have Christians running around accepting all sorts of  

behavior in the name of tolerance or political correctness. And other Christians running around  

saying that a true Christian is one who subscribes to just the right doctrine. And as Christians  

shout their version of truth into whatever microphone they can find, condemning those with  

whom they disagree, somehow Jesus’ voice. . . Jesus’ voice is hardly ever heard.  

The good news is: folks still care about how we act. Acts of grace and kindness, acts of Christ,  

if you will, speak loudly, and counterbalance the angry words of church and culture alike. And,  

as people see our actions, the way we act, what we do, because the love of Christ is alive in our  

church and in our hearts, folks come to accept the truth, the power, the transformation that  

Christ brings.  

Today, in our Scripture, it looks like the worst day yet for the new church, the new believers  

in Jesus Christ. But God was at work. And today would plant the seeds of new mission to  

Samaria and Judea, and ultimately to the ends of the earth and even Beaufort. And today would  

plant the seed of Jesus’ love in a fire-breathing, hate-filled man named Saul. And his teaching,  

his witness, resonates even to this day.  

For years, Christians have lifted up Stephen as the example of who we are to be. We are taught,  

be brave, like Stephen. Hold fast to your faith, like Stephen. But I think the greater message  

should be: be Christ-like, like Stephen, be loving, be forgiving.  

What we say about Jesus sometimes makes no difference. But how we live in response to Jesus,  

even on those days when we think it makes no difference at all. . .. that makes all the difference  

in the world.  

 

Amen.  

 

 



 


