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We are continuing today in our series in Acts, with this morning’s reading about the stoning of Stephen.  In 
considering this, I want to look at opposition to the gospel, to the church, and how we handle it.   
 
Stephen was one of the seven deacons, set aside by the church to look after food distribution.  The Twelve 
asked for men full of the Spirit and wisdom – and interesting requirement for a waiter.  Stephen was 
chosen, and proved to be a man full of God’s grace and power.   
 
Stephen had been accused by some Jews of blasphemy, and was brought before the Sanhedrin, a Jewish 
ruling council.  The first half of Acts chapter 7 is Stephen’s defence against the charges, but it is more of a 
lesson of God’s history of dealing with Israel.  He ends uncompromisingly, with the start of today’s reading: 
“You stiff-necked people! Your hearts and ears are still uncircumcised. You are just like your ancestors: You 
always resist the Holy Spirit!  Was there ever a prophet your ancestors did not persecute? They even killed 
those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One.  And now you have betrayed and murdered him - 
you who have received the law that was given through angels but have not obeyed it.” 
 
Stephen went for head-on confrontation.  But this was against the Jews had just had Jesus killed, and who 
were trying to destroy Jesus’ followers.  Stephen became the first martyr, and a great persecution broke 
out against the church in Jerusalem.  The Christians were scattered, and so started the spread of the church 
throughout Israel, and beyond.   
 
Jesus had warned the disciples.  “If they persecuted me, they will persecute you” (John 15v20).  Persecution 
has been a mark of the church ever since, and is still widespread.  The slide shows a map of the hardest 
places to be a Christian (www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/world-watch-list/).  It is particularly strong in 
many Islamic countries, Particularly across the Middle East, ancient Christian communities are leaving as a 
result of opposition. 
 
You may have seen in the news that that the Bishop of Truro (Philip Mountstephen, who came to this 
church several times as a CMS link) was commissioned to produce an independent review for Foreign and 
Commonwealth Development Office (was DfID) of the UK’s support for persecuted Christians 
(www.christianpersecutionreview.org.uk).  Mountstephen quotes William Wilberforce speaking to the 
House of Commons on the slave trade in 1791: “You may choose to look the other way, but you can never 
again say you did not know”.  
 
So one of our responses to persecution is solidarity with Christians around the world.  Publicising cases of 
injustice, signing petitions, donating to support them, working with charities like Amnesty.   
 
When you read what Jesus said about persecution, it is not surprising if there is opposition here to the 
gospel and the church.  It is probably more unusual that we see so little of it.  One of the blessings of our 
country is tolerance.   
 
Of course, sometimes Christians deserve opposition.  Christians are often seen as judgemental and 
intolerant.  I suspect many of us have come across Christians who rejoice that they are provoking 
opposition, when they are just being annoying.  Preaching at people rather than to them.  Just getting out a 
standard speech about becoming a Christian is not necessarily evangelism.  The spirit in which it is done is 
important, and can say more about the gospel than the words.  We care for people, include them, help 
them in the name of Christ, and the words will be an explanation and an encouragement, as well as a 
challenge.  The words of the gospel are necessary, but in the right context.   
 

http://www.opendoorsuk.org/persecution/world-watch-list/
http://www.christianpersecutionreview.org.uk/


There can be a fine line between provoking people and being clear about the gospel.  Stephen, in our 
reading, was being deliberately outspoken, but he was talking to those who were violently seeking to 
destroy the church.  We are unlikely to find ourselves rarely in that situation, though it is possible.   
 
Jesus talked about the response to persecution quite often.  As well as saying “Blessed are those who are 
persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Matt 5v10), there was also “But I 
say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Matt 5v44).  He never encourages 
violent retaliation to persecution.  It is passive resistance, with love.   
 
Opposition for us is mostly embarrassment.  We hide our faith because we are worried that people will 
make fun of it.  I had a silly example yesterday when talking about our project to install solar panels for the 
school and the church to an ex-colleague and a friend of his.  The friend said, O, you can get increased 
output because you can get God to shine on them.  I did not actually follow up on that, but it would have 
been a good opportunity.  Yet often we just shrink from such teasing.   
 
Being prepared to be a bit different, to be thought somewhat odd for the sake of the gospel, is probably 
part of our calling.  Doing so in a way that is non-threatening, can attract people to Jesus rather than 
repelling them, requires both having a heart that reaches out, and, actually, some thought and practice.   
 
The gospel is generally spread by people talking to their friends, neighbours, contacts.  When the Christians 
in Jerusalem were scattered by the persecution following Stephen’s stoning, it spread Christians around, 
and naturally led to the spread of the gospel.  We do need to pray for continual strength to work with the 
Holy Spirit in all we do and say, to use opportunities.   
 
Jeremy Thake 
St. John & St. Stephen.    



Acts 7 
The Stoning of Stephen 
51 “You stiff-necked people! Your hearts and ears are still uncircumcised. You are just like your ancestors: 
You always resist the Holy Spirit! 52 Was there ever a prophet your ancestors did not persecute? They even 
killed those who predicted the coming of the Righteous One. And now you have betrayed and murdered 
him— 53 you who have received the law that was given through angels but have not obeyed it.” 
 
54 When the members of the Sanhedrin heard this, they were furious and gnashed their teeth at him. 55 
But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the 
right hand of God. 56 “Look,” he said, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of 
God.” 
 
57 At this they covered their ears and, yelling at the top of their voices, they all rushed at him, 58 dragged 
him out of the city and began to stone him. Meanwhile, the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young 
man named Saul. 
 
59 While they were stoning him, Stephen prayed, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” 60 Then he fell on his 
knees and cried out, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” When he had said this, he fell asleep. 
 


