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STEPHEN:  LOVING JESUS MORE THAN LIFE ITSELF                  ACTS 6, 7:51 - 8:1 

You probably got the news sometime after church last Sunday.  Kobe Bryant, one of the 

best basketball players who ever lived, was killed tragically in an helicopter crash in 

California along with his 13 year old daughter and seven other people.  His untimely 

death dominated the news for most of this past week.  One of the factors that made 

Bryant’s death so tragic was his age.  He was only 41 when he died.  There was this 

collective sense that a very gifted, promising young man had died way too young and 

way before his time.  The world had been deprived of whatever Kobe Bryant might have 

brought into it during the second half of his life.   

We could think and feel much the same about the Bible character I want to consider 

today:  Stephen.  We’re in the midst of a series of messages on some of the Bible’s 

“one hit wonders.”  Men and women who show up just once or infrequently in Scripture, 

but who have something important to add to our lives in terms of what it means to follow 

Jesus well.  The most memorable, single fact about Stephen is a badge of honor he will 

wear throughout eternity.  Stephen was the first person to give his life for Jesus – the 

first Christian martyr.  He should always be remembered as someone who loved Jesus 

more than life itself.  Had he lived a normal lifespan, Stephen might well have been as 

great a Christian leader as Paul.  Wicked smart.  Born leader.  Eloquent speaker.  

Gifted debater.  But, most importantly, Stephen was filled with the Holy Spirit and 

absolutely committed to Jesus.  Full of God’s grace and power.  Knew the Bible inside 

and out.  Apparently, had the spiritual gift of miracles.  It’s no wonder, he was deeply 

mourned by the very first followers of Jesus.  From their perspective, he died way too 

young.  Way before his time.  They believed they’d lost someone irreplaceable.   

Let’s read Stephen’s story right now.  It’s helpful to get a bit more information about 

what happened to Stephen and why.  Stephen was killed – murdered, really – just a few 

weeks or months after the Day of Pentecost.  That was the day the Holy Spirit began to 

indwell followers of Jesus personally for the first time.  Some 3,000 Jews in Jerusalem 

became followers of Jesus in just one day and the very first church was created.  When 

those earliest followers of Jesus announced Him as the Messiah, it created instant 

conflict with other Jews who refused to acknowledge Jesus as anyone other than a 

mixed up rabbi who got what He deserved.   

No doubt, some of the earliest followers of Jesus were cut off from families and friends 

causing instant poverty for some.  Sharing of homes, food, and resources became a 

practical and necessary task for those who made up the first church.  Eventually, the 

rapidly growing number of believers made it necessary to organize and administrate the 

sharing.  Some people – specifically, some widows whose first language was Greek - 

were being overlooked and treated unfairly.  Jerusalem was packed with Jewish people 

from all over the Mediterranean world on the Day of Pentecost.  If you were raised and 

lived in Palestine, Aramaic – a language similar to Hebrew – was your first language.  If 

you weren’t raised in Palestine, your first language was probably Greek.  So, for 
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whatever reason, some Greek-speaking Jewish Christian widows, felt they were getting 

the short end of the stick when it came to getting free food.  It was causing division and 

conflict among believers in that first church.  Relationships were getting frayed. 

So the church’s leadership team – Jesus’ original group of disciples - helped choose 

seven other men who already displayed Spirit-filled leadership abilities to take over the 

administrative tasks associated with feeding poor believers while they focused on 

teaching and prayer.  Stephen was one of those men selected.  Not only was Stephen a 

gifted leader and administrator, he was a deeper thinker and a very able Bible teacher. 

Whatever he began to teach and proclaim publicly was very upsetting to his fellow Jews 

who had not accepted Jesus.  If we read between the lines, Stephen was questioning 

the place of the Mosaic Law and the necessity of worshipping God at the Jewish 

temple.  He seemed to understand more quickly than even some of his fellow believers 

that the message of Jesus changed everything about being Jewish. 

When those who disagreed with Stephen realized they couldn’t “out argue” or “out 

debate” him, they rounded up false witnesses who claimed to hear Stephen speak 

words of blasphemy against Moses, the temple, the Law, and God Himself.  As with 

Jesus, Stephen got hauled before the Sanhedrin – which was a group of men who 

functioned kind of like a Supreme Court for Jewish people back then.  When he was 

asked to defend himself against the charges made against him, Stephen started off with 

a partial retelling of Israel’s history.  One of his main points was the historical fact that 

Jewish people had habitually rejected God and His messengers over and over again.   

Then Stephen threw caution to the winds!   He accused the Sanhedrin – this elite group 

of men who governed everything Jewish - of carrying on this terrible “tradition” of 

opposing God by murdering Jesus.  They killed the Messiah Himself!  As you can 

imagine, this did not go over well.  Then, to add fuel to the fire, Stephen had a vision –

right at that dramatic moment - of Jesus up in Heaven standing next to God.  That was 

the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back.  In the minds of the Sanhedrin, this 

was blasphemy against God that couldn’t be tolerated.  So, they took Stephen out and 

stoned him to death right then and there.  Most scholars think this was an act of mob 

violence.  The Sanhedrin didn’t have the power to execute anyone.  There’s no mention 

of Stephen being formally condemned by that group.  They never got the approval of 

the Roman authorities as they did when Jesus was sentenced and killed.  Stephen was 

killed – murdered – for proclaiming Jesus for who He was and is – the God-man who 

was the Messiah, the Lord, and the Savior.  So, whenever I reflect on the life and 

influence of Stephen, it gets me thinking about some questions about God and, also, 

some questions about what it means to follow Jesus.  Let’s consider first some… 

   

QUESTIONS ABOUT GOD. 

 

Here’s the first question:  Do I appreciate God’s bigness?  Because God is so vast and 

incomprehensible, we sometimes unconsciously want to make God and His ways 
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smaller and more limited than they really are.  For example, Stephen knew God offers 

us a personal relationship with Him not just participating in rituals and keeping rules.  

The Jewish people of his day and time were all caught up in the sacrificial worship 

system at the temple, observing certain holy days and seasons, and obeying not only 

the Law of Moses but all the minutiae that had been added to it over the centuries.  

Stephen was beginning to realize what Jesus did at the cross and the empty tomb set 

all of that aside.  Through Jesus, God had made a personal relationship with Him 

possible not based on observing sets of rules and going through all sorts of rituals.  

Instead, it could be grasped through the Holy Spirit who now indwells His people.  We 

still struggle with appreciating God’s bigness.  We’re still tempted to equate a personal 

relationship with God to just observing do’s and don’ts.  Or, by participating in the 

rituals.  Knowing God is so much bigger than even worshiping here on Sunday.  

Do I appreciate God’s bigness?  Stephen proclaimed a truth that seems more than 
obvious to us today, but was revolutionary and radical in his day.  God is always bigger 
than a building or any one place.  Remember, the temple was so important to most 
Jews that many of them believed God was limited to it.  They thought that’s where God 
lived or dwelt.  So, in his speech in chapter seven, Stephen pointed out God had never 
been confined to one place.  He said bluntly, “‘However, the Most High doesn’t live in 
temples made by human hands.  As the prophet says, “Heaven is my throne, and the 
earth is my footstool.  Could you build me a temple as good as that?” asks the LORD.’” 
(Acts 7:48-49 NLT)  I thank the Lord for this beautiful building God has given us.  But 
God doesn’t live here.  I thank Him we live a wonderful city and a great country.  But He 
isn’t limited to Columbus or the United States.  In fact, there’s not one square centimeter 
of space anywhere in the universe where God is not already and forever present.  

Here’s another question provoked by Stephen’s story.  Do I really believe God can bring 
good out of bad?  Stephen’s story reveals God can and God does.  For example, we 
know that Stephen’s martyrdom actually led to the Church of Jesus Christ growing and 
expanding.  It forced those first followers out of Jerusalem scattering them in all 
directions.  They took the good news of Jesus with them.  Later on in the book of Acts, 
we come across this verse, “Meanwhile, the believers who had been scattered during 
the persecution after Stephen’s death traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch 
of Syria. They preached the word of God.” (Acts 11:19 NLT)  God took a terrible and 
tragic event and used its results to build His Kingdom.  God brings good out of bad. 

Another example.  “Saul was one of the witnesses, and he agreed completely with the 
killing of Stephen.” (Acts 8:1 NLT)  After a while, Saul changed his name to Paul.  Yes, 
it was that Paul who was going to come face to face with Jesus on a road to Damascus 
in a few weeks after colluding with others to have Stephen killed.  It was that Paul – 
author of a good portion of your New Testament and perhaps the greatest Christian who 
ever lived.  Don’t you think the Lord used Stephen’s bold courage in witnessing to Jesus 
so powerfully to soften Saul’s hardness of heart?  The often quoted observation of 
Tertullian – “The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church” – was found to be true 
in the case of the very first martyr.  If you start persecuting and killing Christians, you 
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will only grow the number of Jesus’ followers.  Stephen’s death – a very bad thing – led 
to the conversion of Paul – a very good thing.  God brings good out of bad.   

That’s a wonderful truth you and I need to keep close to our hearts especially when 
hard things, difficult things, or bad things come into our lives.  Things we didn’t ask for 
or expect.  Things we don’t deserve.  Things which might make us question God’s love 
or God’s power.  The Bible says, “And we know that God causes everything to work 
together for the good of those who love God and are called according to his purpose for 
them.” (Rom. 8:28 NLT)  It doesn’t say everything that happens to you and me is a good 
thing.  That would make the verse absurd.  Ridiculous.  It simply articulates the truth 
that God has the power to bring good things out of bad things.   

The barracks where Corrie ten Boom and her sister, Betsy, were kept in the Nazi 
concentration camp, Ravensbruck, were terribly overcrowded and flea-infested.  They’d 
been able to smuggle a Bible into the camp miraculously, and in that Bible they had 
read that in all things they were to give thanks and that God can use anything for good.  
Betsy decided this meant thanking God for the fleas!  This was too much for Corrie, who 
said she could do no such thing.  Betsy insisted, so Corrie gave in and prayed to God, 
thanking Him even for the fleas.  Over the next several months a wonderful, but curious, 
thing happened.  They found that the guards never entered their barracks.  This meant 
that the women weren’t assaulted.  It also meant they were able to do the unthinkable, 
which was to hold open Bible studies and prayer meetings in the heart of a Nazi 
concentration camp.  Through this, countless numbers of women came to faith in Christ.  
Only at the end did they discover why the guards had left them alone and wouldn’t enter 
into their barracks.  It was because of the fleas.  Stephen’s story not only provokes 
some questions about God, but it also provokes some… 

QUESTIONS ABOUT FOLLOWING JESUS. 

We can learn a lot from Stephen.  His life and his story force us to ask some questions 
about ourselves.  Like what?  Here’s one:  do I always acknowledge Jesus’ supremacy?  
Stephen was in a situation where it would have been very easy, very understandable for 
him to sidestep what he believed about Jesus.  His life was on the line!  When Jesus 
was on trial before the Sanhedrin, He was asked, “‘Are you the Messiah, the Son of the 
Blessed One?’  Jesus said, “‘I AM.  And you will see the Son of Man seated in the place 
of power at God’s right hand and coming on the clouds of heaven.’” (Mk. 14:61-62 NLT)   

Jesus claimed to be the fulfillment of a vision given to Daniel in the Old Testament, “I 
saw someone like a son of man coming with the clouds of heaven.  He approached the 
Ancient One and was led into his presence.  He was given authority, honor, and 
sovereignty over all the nations of the world, so that people of every race and nation 
and language would obey him.  His rule is eternal—it will never end.  His kingdom will 
never be destroyed.” (Dan. 7:13-14 NLT)  Jesus said, in effect, “I am the One Daniel 
spoke of.”  It was a clear cut claim not only to be the Messiah, but to be God in human 
flesh.  It sealed Jesus’ death because it was considered blasphemy.  When Stephen 
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stood before the Sanhedrin, he had a vision of Jesus.  What did he say?  “‘Look, I see 
the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing in the place of honor at God’s right 
hand!’” (Acts 7:56 NLT)  And that confession sealed Stephen’s death.  Stephen died 
proclaiming about Jesus what Jesus died proclaiming about Himself.  His supremacy. 

We live in a culture that tries hard to honor Jesus, but completely rejects His 

supremacy.  Jesus is considered a good man, a great teacher, a fine spiritual leader, 

but He’s rejected as Lord and God.  Please understand that when Jesus said He was 

the way, the truth, and the life and that no one can have a relationship with God without 

coming through Him, most people in our culture find such a statement absurd and 

intolerant.  True, no one is apt to kill you in the United States for believing or saying 

Jesus alone is supreme, but in many, many ways we’re encouraged to minimize Jesus, 
or to say He’s a way to God rather than the only way to God, or to somehow evade or 

sidestep Jesus’ exclusivity.  Stephen would have none of it and neither should we.  If 

and when you’re given the opportunity to proclaim Jesus’ supremacy boldly and without 

reservation be it in your home, your neighborhood, at work, or at school, remember 

Stephen’s example, and follow it.  Acknowledge and announce Jesus’ supremacy. 

Here’s another question Stephen’s story provokes.  Do I expect persecution?  From 

time to time we hear some Christians talking about how bad it's getting in America - how 

persecution is beginning to set in.  They usually have to stretch quite a bit to make their 

case.  For example, a church having difficulty getting a zoning permit for their new 

building claimed they were being “persecuted” by the city council.  That kind of 

overstatement diminishes the plight of those in some foreign countries that are truly 

persecuted - those living under the threat of death, those forced to worship 

underground, those in prison for merely possessing a Bible.  Places like North Korea, 

Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran, or Saudi Arabia.  That’s real persecution, and there have 

always been Christians who have suffered this way.  Our minor inconveniences are 

nothing compared to the price that many in the Church have had to pay over the years.  

We don't face persecution like the early Church did, but we do live in a situation 
increasingly similar to that of the first followers of Jesus.  They lived in a society that 
was non-Christian, as ours is increasingly becoming.  Fewer people attend church today 
than did 10 years ago despite all the efforts churches make to entice non-believers to 
walk in the door.  We see an increasingly non-Christian point of view being presented in 
the media and in public policy.  Some Christians object, “If we don't stand up for 
ourselves and fight for our rights, we'll be taken advantage of."  Of course we'll be taken 
advantage of!  Where did we ever get the idea that it would be otherwise?  Jesus told us 
to prepare for this very thing.  He said, "A servant is not greater than the master.  Since 
they persecuted me, naturally they will persecute you." (Jo. 15:20 NLT)  He warned us 
mistreatment is pretty much guaranteed.  Do you expect to be mistreated for following 
Jesus?  What are you willing to suffer or endure to identify with Jesus?  We probably 
won’t have to face imprisonment or being killed for our faith anytime soon.  But what 
about ridicule? Misunderstanding?  Being laughed at?  Being discriminated against?   
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Stephen’s story provokes a final question.  Am I both courageous and forgiving?  Given 

the opportunity, Stephen called a spade a spade.  With everything on the line, he stood 

before the esteemed members of the Sanhedrin and said, “‘You stubborn people!  You 

are heathen at heart and deaf to the truth.  Must you forever resist the Holy Spirit?’” 

(Acts 7:51 NLT)  What was the secret of Stephen’s courage?  He knew that beyond 

everything human beings could ever do to him, his eternal future was secure in his Lord, 

Jesus Himself.   Sure, there are times for Christians to be tactful and gracious in our 

words and actions.  But, there are other times followers of Jesus just need to be 

courageous and speak the truth boldly and courageously.   

Last Sunday was Sanctity of Life Sunday.  As Christians, we should have no problem 

saying abortion is the murder of unborn children.  It is.  Last Monday, our country 

remembered Martin Luther King, Jr.  He had the courage to look Americans in the eye – 

even Christian Americans – and tell us racism in any form is evil.  Injustice is 

unacceptable to God.  Making life for the poor even more difficult than it needs to be 

angers God.  I have no problem saying same sex marriage is unacceptable to God, but 

also to say how many Christians have treated gay people over the years is just as 

unacceptable to God.  While I understand the need for secure national borders and laws 

governing entry into our country, at times the attitude toward and treatment of our 

government toward refugees and immigrants in recent years has been unbiblical in my 

opinion.  As someone who believes God created the beautiful world we live in and 

called us to take care of it, I stand with those who insist we have to change our ways if 

the planet is not to be irreparably harmed.  I understand we may not all agree, but 

Stephen reminds me and challenges me to be bold and courageous. 

At the same time, Stephen modeled a supernatural ability to forgive.  Just like Jesus, 

we’re told this about Stephen, “As they stoned him, Stephen prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, 

receive my spirit.’  He fell to his knees, shouting, ‘Lord, don’t charge them with this sin!’  

And with that, he died.” (Acts 7:59-60 NLT)  The combination of Stephen’s courage and 

forgiveness challenges me.  Why?  On the one hand, Christians need to reveal and 

denounce sin in the strongest and most courageous ways in the hope it will result in 

repentance.  But, on the other hand, if we get persecuted - even to the point of being 

killed – we need to pray for our persecutors and extend forgiveness.  How remarkable is 

that!  Doing one or the other seems more plausible, but Stephen did both.  Courage and 

forgiveness.  He spoke the truth with such force, he was killed for it.  But his dying 

words – his final message – was a message of forgiveness for his murderers. 

So, yes, let’s stand for the truth - courageously, if necessary - but it's not necessary to 
have an adversarial relationship with those who aren’t on our side. To treat non-
Christians - even those who wish us harm - with gentleness and respect does not in any 
way compromise our commitment to truth.  We don't have to be enemies with those who 
don't agree with us.  In fact, we should do everything we can to make sure they know 
that we're not interested in pursuing a battle.  Just like Jesus did with those who were 
His enemies and just like Stephen did with those who murdered him, we need to extend 
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a hand of reconciliation and forgiveness to the world around us.  We need to make sure 
that the world understands our message: "You are not my enemy.  Even when we 
disagree, even when you attack me, I will offer you the hand of reconciliation." 

Courage and forgiveness.  I think we saw an example of that in South Africa not long 
ago.  That country had been plagued for generations by terrible violence between the 
white ruling minority and the black majority. Once the whites relinquished power and 
Nelson Mandela become president, the question needing an answer was clear: How 
does a country with so much pain and violence and division in its past move forward? 
Desmond Tutu, an Anglican bishop, and others established the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission as a way forward.  The goal was for those who had committed atrocities in 
the past to come forward and tell the truth - both blacks and whites.  But it didn't end 
there.  After confessing the truth, the goal was to bring reconciliation and forgiveness - 
to break the cycle of hate so the entire country could move forward. 
 
One story will suffice.  Two people came before the commission – a Mrs. Calata and her 
daughter.  Mrs. Calata's husband had been an advocate for black South Africans in rural 
communities.  Because of his work, he'd been arrested, detained, and tortured by the 
police numerous times.  But one day he disappeared.  The next day, on the front page 
of the newspaper, Mrs. Calata saw a photograph of her husband's car on fire.  She cried 
so loudly telling her story to the commission that the gathering had to be adjourned for a 
time.  When they reconvened, Mrs. Calata's daughter testified.  Years had gone by, and 
she was now a young lady.  She pleaded with the commission to discover who had 
killed her father.  But she didn’t want vengeance or even justice.  Instead she said to the 
commission, "We want to forgive, but we don't know whom to forgive."   Eventually 
members of the police confessed to the crime.  Rather than continue the endless cycle 
of hatred, Mrs. Calata and her daughter forgave the men who tortured and killed their 
husband and father - because that's what Jesus’ people do. 

As followers of Jesus, we’re called to something bigger and better, aren’t we?  And 
Stephen is a great example of what it means to follow Jesus well.  Like Stephen, I want 
to worship a great, big God – a God who can even bring good things out of the bad 
things in my life.  Like Stephen, I want to keep Jesus’ supreme.  If mistreatment comes, 
I will accept it as part of what it means to follow Jesus.  And at all times and with all 
people, I want to be both courageous and forgiving. 


