
Stephen – a reflection (Kate Day) 
 
Maybe you saw the title of this week’s reflection and thought “Stephen? Not 
sure I know much about him.” If so, I suspect you’re not alone. Is this the place 
to admit that for many years I thought Stephen was the guy throwing the party 
which Good King Wenceslas dragged his trusty page out of so they could go for 
a tramp in the snow? 
Anyway, it turns out that maybe the reason why we don’t know much about 
Stephen is that there isn’t a whole lot to know. It (almost) all fits neatly into 
Acts 6 & 7 if you want to read if for yourself, but the precis is: 
The first believers in Jesus were known as the Followers of the Way, and their 
numbers grew rapidly. Before long, the apostles (the eleven remaining disciples 
plus Matthias) realised that they needed some help with pastoral care, and so 
they commissioned Stephen and six others to take on this role, so they could 
get on with preaching and teaching. Before long, though, Stephen is also 
preaching and healing. This draws the attention of some of the Jewish leaders, 
and he ends up in a Jewish court having to defend himself against a malicious 
accusation. By the end of his testimony, the court is in uproar, not least 
because Stephen is given a vision of Jesus at God’s right hand in heaven, which 
he describes to his listeners. They drag him out of the city and stone him to 
death, under the watchful eye of a young man named Saul.  
 
So what can we learn from the life and death of Stephen? Maybe, like me, you 
wish you could ask someone who was there? I said that the story of Stephen is 
mostly in Acts 6 & 7. It actually spills over into chapter 8 v2, where we learn 
that “Devout men buried Stephen and made loud lamentation over him.” How 
would it be if we could eavesdrop on what they might have said? Gird up your 
imagination, and let’s go and listen. 
 
First up is Philip, another of the seven who were appointed to help with the 
pastoral care. He’s just starting now….. 
 
 
Philip 
 
When I first met Stephen this was not the end that I would have foretold for 
him. Such a quiet young man – you might almost call him shy. But with a heart 
of gold. He hadn’t been a follower of Jesus for long, but already it was clear 
that he was completely committed to The Way. It wasn’t just that he knew 
about Jesus – he was so open to the Holy Spirit working in him that he truly 



came to know him. And as he did it was like the Spirit of God transformed him. 
Took all the potential and helped it to develop. Where he’d had good sound 
common sense, it grew into deep wisdom. Where he’d had that “heart of 
gold”, it morphed into deep compassion and a sense of justice. Sounds 
strange, but you had only to look at him to see the light and love of God 
shining out of his eyes. 
And then the apostles realised that they needed to delegate some of the care 
for the members of our community. It was a bit of a surprise to me that I was 
picked to be one of the seven appointed to this task, but no-one was surprised 
when Stephen was chosen. He was so clearly the right man for the job. If he 
were here now, he’d still be saying there was nothing special about him. And I 
think in one sense that’s true. Apart from the fact that he offered himself 100% 
to Jesus, and then trusted Jesus to use him and lead him onwards. 
So farewell, my dear friend Stephen – called, changed and chosen. And 
welcomed into heaven. 
 
Who’s next? Gamaliel? What’s he doing here…..? Shhh – he’s starting 
 
Gamaliel 
 
I daresay you are surprised to see me here for the burial of this follower of The 
Way. I am, after all, a Pharisee, a leader amongst the Jewish leaders, and a 
member of the Sanhedrin, the highest Jewish court. But some of you will know 
that I have an independent mind. I wish to test the claims of this Jesus of 
Nazareth and his followers, and I found your friend Stephen to be an 
interesting man. 
The allegations which led to him appearing before us in the court had clearly 
been motivated by a desire to discredit him rather than to seek either justice 
or the truth. Yet his testimony before us was not so much a defence as a 
challenge to our current way of thinking. Much has been made of this Jesus’ 
statement that he would destroy the Temple. Of course, since the Temple is 
the centre of our religion and the apex of our whole system of leading and 
regulating Jewish life and worship, this had been interpreted as a veiled attack 
on what some might call “the Establishment”. So I was expecting that 
Stephen’s defence would focus on the injustice of the accusation. But there 
was none of that. Instead, he challenged us profoundly – not about our 
leadership of the people, but of the whole place of the Temple in our worship. 
He calmly and clearly reinterpreted our Scriptures to us and so presented us 
with a major theological challenge. Has this Jesus so changed our approach to 
God that we need to reassess our relationship to him? I have heard that you 



followers of The Way believe that the Spirit of God now lives in all believers in 
Jesus. God in each one of you. A preposterous idea.  
Yet when I saw and heard Stephen – the way his face shone like Moses’, the 
words falling graciously from his lips – it did not seem so very preposterous at 
all. 
So I have come, to pay my small tribute to this man, and to commit before you 
all, to respond to his challenge by re-studying the Scriptures in the light of 
what he has said. 
 
 
Of course, the other one we’d like to hear from is that young man, Saul. The 
one who became Paul. Sadly he’s not at the burial – he’s too busy out 
persecuting the other followers of Jesus. Maybe we can catch up with him a 
few years later – when he’s giving his account to Luke, the writer of Acts….. 
(Isn’t technology wonderful…..) 
 
Paul 
You are a very astute man, Luke, to ask me about Stephen. We’ve spent 
enough time together for you to know how very often I have related my 
meeting with the Lord Jesus on the road to Damascus. And rightly so, for that 
was the single most important event of my life. But in his own way, Stephen 
sparked something off in me which you could say began that journey. 
And what he sparked was anger. I was furious. Here I was, a Hebrew of 
Hebrews, in regard to the Law, a Pharisee, as for legalistic righteousness, 
faultless. I had spent my life up until then studying under the best teachers, I 
was the up-and-coming, heading for a seat on the Sanhedrin, and who knew 
where from there.  
And there was Stephen. No idea who he was. He’d certainly not been learning 
from the elite because I would have known him if he had. So what gall to set 
about reinterpreting holy Scripture. And to accuse his betters of murder and 
hypocrisy. 
What gall. 
And what courage.  
I have stood in that lonely place of speaking to a hostile crowd, testifying to 
what has been revealed to me by the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
and I know better than most what it means to be afraid. In human terms, the 
power is all in their hands, the likely pain all in my body. It takes courage to 
hand it all over to the Spirit of God and to speak out boldly.  
But speak out boldly he did.  



And the more he spoke, the more furious I became. I found my soul was 
yearning for what he said to be true, even whilst my intellect was rejecting it 
out of hand. And his claim that he could see Jesus of Nazareth, the man I 
considered a trumped-up rabble rouser, at the right hand of the Father, in the 
place of the Messiah, was more than I could take. If I had been older, I would 
have thrown the first stone myself. As it was, I watched over the coats and 
cheered them on. 
But his courage, Luke. He followed the Lord Jesus to the very end. He knew he 
was dying, and offered his soul back to the Lord, then he knelt and prayed that 
God would forgive us. Even in the act of dying he witnessed to his Saviour. I 
have never forgotten that. 
I pray that when my time comes, that I will show that same trust and courage. 
Courage to face the fear, and do as the Lord Jesus would have me do. 
 
And so our exercise of the imagination concludes. Where has it taken us? What 
have we discovered? 
Philip saw a man called and chosen; someone who was willing to be changed 
and equipped by the Holy Spirit to do the work God wanted him to do…. 
Gamaliel saw a man who was willing to challenge – to make the case, to 
present his understanding of Jesus to those who were unconvinced… 
Saul saw a man who had the courage to do what was right, to follow in the 
footsteps of Jesus, right to his final breath. 
And us – I wonder what we have seen? 
How is God calling us, changing us, challenging us and giving us courage? 
Here is where the imagination gives way to reflection. Time to stop the words, 
put some quiet music on the player, and to let God speak to us….  


