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“Very often, the moment he entered his pulpit on Sunday mornings, people began to weep. Why? Because he had come from 
the presence of God, and there was something of the radiance of God on his very face, in his whole deportment, in everything 
about him. Oh, the seriousness, the solemnity, the majesty of it all! An emissary from God, an ambassador of Christ! …That is 
only obtained in prayer�continual prayer.”                                                                                                �Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones 
 
 
 
I.       Stephen the Witness (6:8-15) 

 
Acts 6:5b (NASB) “…Stephen, a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit…”  
 
A. Stephen’s Character (6:8) 

 
 

Wisdom is the ability to take a divine spiritual perspective and turn it into an earthly functional application. 
 
 
James 1:5 (NASB) “But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without 
reproach, and it will be given to him.” 
 
 
Faith is simply ordering our thoughts, beliefs and actions around the confidence and persuasion that God is telling the 
truth. 
 
Romans 10:17 (NASB) “So faith comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ.” 

 
 
 

B. Stephen’s Courage (6:9-14) 
 
 
 
C. Stephen’s Countenance (6:15) 

 
 
 
 
 
II.      Stephen the Judge (7:51-53) 
 
 

“This is the climax of Stephen’s speech, the personal application that cut his hearers to the heart. Throughout the 
centuries, Israel had refused to submit to God and obey the truths that He had revealed to them. Their ears did not hear 
the truth, their hearts did not receive the truth, and their necks did not bow to the truth. As a result, they killed their own 
Messiah!”                                                                                                                                                      �Warren Weirsbe 

 
 
 



III.     Stephen the Martyr (7:54-60) 
 
 

A. Stephen’s Voice Brought Conviction (7:54) 
 
 
 
 
B. Stephen’s Vision Brought Comfort (7:55-56) 
 

Hebrews 1:3b (NASB) “When He had made purification of sins, He sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on 
high”. 
 
Through many dangers, toils and snares, I have already come; 
Tis grace hath brought me safe thus far, and grace will lead me home.” 

- John Newton (1831) 
 
 
 

C. Stephen’s Valor Brought Consequence (7:57-58) 
 
 
 
 
D. Stephen’s Victory Brought Compassion (7:59-60) 

 
 

John 11:11b (NASB) “Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep; but I go, so that I may awaken him out of sleep.” 
 
 
1 Thessalonians 4:13 (NASB) “But we do not want you to be uninformed, brethren, about those who are asleep, so 
that you will not grieve as do the rest who have no hope.” 
 
 
“God does not call all of us to be martyrs, but He does call us to be ‘living sacrifices’ (Romans 12:1-2). In some 
respects, it may be harder to live for Christ than to die for Him; but if we are living for Him, we will be prepared to die 
for Him if that is what God calls us to do.”                                                                                             �Warren Weirsbe 
 
 
 
Afraid? Of what? 
To feel the spirit’s glad release? 
To pass from pain to perfect peace? 
The strife and strain of life to cease? 
Afraid?—of that? 
 
Afraid? Of what? 
Afraid to see the Savior’s face? 
To hear His welcome, and to trace 
The glory gleam from wounds of grace? 
Afraid?—of that? 
                     �J. W. Vinson 
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In the first part of Acts, the major character is the apostle Peter. In the last part of Acts, the major 
character is the apostle Paul. Bridging the gap between Peter and Paul is one of the first deacons, Stephen. 
It was Stephen’s martyrdom and the events that followed that catapulted the early Christians out of the 
familiar surroundings of Jerusalem into Judea, Samaria, and the remotest part of the earth (Acts 1:8).  
When we name the heroes of the faith, Stephen is seldom mentioned, but he should be. Stephen was the 
first martyr in the church. I love the description of Stephen in Acts 6:8 (NASB): “And Stephen, full of 
grace and power, was performing great wonders and signs among the people.” Up until now, the signs 
and wonders that primarily evidenced authority from God, until the New Testament was completed and 
distributed to the churches, were at the hand of the apostles. But Stephen was so on the front lines that the 
Lord chose to also give the “great wonders” and “signs among the people” through Stephen.  
Now we are going to observe how Stephen lived well and he also died well. I want to live well and die 
well, and if you are truly a Christian, you desire the same thing. Living and dying well have nothing to do 
with living a long life here on earth.  
Let’s think about some the heroes of the faith in church history who were amazingly used of God who 
also died very young. David Brainerd was born in 1718. Brainerd was called by God to be a missionary to 
the Native Americans in New England. His heart for the lost and his agonizing in prayer was recorded in 
his journals and served as an inspiration and motivation for thousands who became missionaries after 
him, even in modern times. Brainerd died of Tuberculosis at age 29.  
Robert Murray M’Cheyne was born in Scotland in 1813. His spiritual power in the pulpit that came 
through his prayers served as a motivation for thousands of young Pastors who came after him. Here is a 
quote by Martyn Lloyd-Jones about M’Cheyne:  

Very often, the moment he entered his pulpit on Sunday mornings, people began 
to weep. Why? Because he had come from the presence of God, and there was 
something of the radiance of God on his very face, in his whole deportment, in 
everything about him. Oh the seriousness, the solemnity, the majesty of it all! An 
emissary from God, an ambassador of Christ! …That is only obtained in prayer – 
continual prayer.   
[Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Victorious Christianity, page 280] 

Robert Murray McCheyne died when he was 29 years old.  
John and Betty Stam were married after they met in China where they were missionaries. They were 
married in 1933 and in 1934 with a three-month old daughter they were captured by communist rebels. 
Miraculously their infant was hidden and eventually was taken to the mission headquarters. John was 
made to kneel and in front of his wife and was beheaded with a rebel’s sword. Betty did not cry out, but 
fell in grief on top of her husband’s body where her life was taken by the same sword. When their story 
was told there was a flood of money and new volunteers to take the Gospel to China. At their courageous 
death, John Stam was twenty-seven and Betty Stam was twenty-eight years old. They lived and died well.  
Preceding David Brainerd, Robert Murray M’Cheyne, and John and Betty Stam, was Stephen, the first 
martyr of the church. I want us to learn some valuable lessons from his short life and his swift death. 
 

I.  Stephen the Witness (6:8-15)    
We don’t know a great deal about Stephen. We know that when the Apostles determined to find men to 
serve in what would later become the office of Deacon in the church, they required men who were “of 



good reputation, full of the Spirit and of wisdom” (Acts 6:3). The first man mentioned was Stephen. He is 
described in Acts 6:5b (NASB) as “a man full of faith and of the Holy Spirit.” Stephen seems to have had a 
reputation that made him the first one that the apostles thought of.  
Now we Stephen in three clear roles. First, we see Stephen the witness; second, we see Stephen the judge, 
even though he was the one on trial; third, we see Stephen the martyr. 

A.  Stephen’s Character (6:8) 
The world measures a person’s worth by such things as their power, prestige, material wealth, 
accomplishments, and public opinion. God, however, is impressed with none of these. God values a 
Christ like character. If it takes depriving us of power, prestige, material wealth, accomplishments and 
public opinion in order to develop a Christ like character, then that is what He will do. We are given four 
descriptions of Stephen’s character.  
First, from verses 3 and 5 we see that he was full of the Holy Spirit. To be full of the Spirit, we must be 
empty of self. Stephen was a man who was yielded to and under the total control of the Holy Spirit.  
Second, Stephen was full of wisdom (V 3, 10). Let me give you a good definition of wisdom as it is used 
in Acts 6. Wisdom is the ability to take a divine spiritual perspective and turn it into an earthly functional 
application. Did you catch the fact that true wisdom comes only from God? You don’t get this kind of 
wisdom from the university. James tells us how to get this kind of wisdom in James 1:5 (NASB): “But if 
any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it 
will be given to him.”  
Third, in addition to being full of the Spirit and wisdom, we see that Stephen was also full of faith (v 5). 
Faith, as it is used in the Scripture is not a complicated thing. Faith is simply ordering our thoughts, 
beliefs and actions around the confidence and persuasion that God is telling the truth. The place we find 
the truth is in the Word of God. Romans 10:17 (NASB) says, “So faith comes from hearing, and hearing by 
the word of Christ.” We see the grasp of God’s Word that Stephen had as we see his sermon in Acts 7:1-
53! He basically gives a very accurate summary of the whole Old Testament. Because he was full of faith 
and not full of doubts, Stephen spoke boldly to those who could (and did) take his life. By faith, he knew 
that God, not the mob was in control!  
Fourth, we see that Stephen was also full of grace (v 8). Grace as it is used here speaks of the desire and 
power to obey God. Because Stephen was full of the Spirit, wisdom, and faith, it is not surprising that 
God filled him with enabling grace to face physical death with a glow on his face. The Bible over and 
over describes God as a gracious God. When we walk full of His Spirit, wisdom, and faith, He gives us 
grace for trials, suffering, and perseverance even in persecution. His grace even enables us to face death 
as Stephen did, without fear. For a yielded child of God, we are saved by grace, obey by grace, endure by 
grace, and when it comes time to die, we die by grace.  
Stephen’s character is shaped and driven by the fact that he was filled with the Spirit, wisdom, faith, and 
grace. 

B.  Stephen’s Courage (6:9-14) 
Let me show you something interesting. We see in verse 9 that Stephen spoke in “the Synagogue of the 
Freedmen, including both Cyrenians and Alexandrians…” The Synagogue of the Freedmen would have 
included people from Tarsus. This is the synagogue where Saul, who later became the apostle Paul after 
his conversion on the Damascus road, would likely have attended. It is probable that one of those who 
argued with Stephen as he proclaimed Christ was none other than Saul of Tarsus. In spite of Saul’s great 
learning and intellect, we see in Acts 6:10 (NASB): “But they were unable to cope with the wisdom and the 
Spirit with which he was speaking.”  
It is easy to see the courage and boldness that covered and moved and enabled Stephen as he 
courageously refuted the false teaching in the synagogue without giving consideration of what the 
consequences would be. Because of Stephen’s courage and boldness and effectiveness, the religious 
leaders decided to do whatever it took to stop Stephen. In verses 11-14, we see their underhanded, 



deceitful, and cowardly way of getting their way. This sounds just like Jesus’ trial and how the religious 
leaders sought to de-rail Jesus. Stephen knew that the end of this process would likely be his death, but 
never once did he vacillate or back down.  

A. Stephen’s Countenance (6:15) 
It is ironic that Stephen stands before them accused of being an evil blasphemer of God, the temple, and 
the Law of Moses. Yet as these accusers look upon him, his countenance is like that of an angel. The only 
other one this ever happened to was Moses when he came down from the mountain with the Law. This 
same Moses is the one that Stephen is accused of blaspheming!  
I believe that it was seeing this and hearing Stephen in the synagogue that had a deep impact on Saul of 
Tarsus. These truths were the goads (cattle prods) that God was using to bring Paul to a place of 
brokenness.   
We first see Stephen the witness. 
 

II.  Stephen the Judge (7:51-53) 
Before we look at Stephen the judge, let’s look briefly at the sermon he preached in Acts 7:2-50 (the 
longest sermon in Acts). In this sermon, Stephen reviewed the history of Israel and the contributions made 
by Abraham, Joseph, Moses, Joshua, David and Solomon. However, Stephen uses this history of the 
nation to show these religious leaders that they were doing what their forefathers had done. Their 
forefathers rejected their God sent deliverers and disobeyed their God given law. In verses 51-53, 
Stephen, the one on trial, becomes the prosecutor and judge. He refers back to the sermon and tells these 
Jewish leaders that they are doing what their forefathers did.  
Let’s look at what Stephen accused these leaders of. He says in verse 51 that they are “stiff-necked.” That 
is a description of obstinate or stubborn. It is a person who will not bow to God. They were in reality as 
unclean before God as the uncircumcised Gentiles. Just like their forefathers had rejected the ones God 
sent, they had rejected the Messiah they professed to wait for.  
Speaking of Acts 7:51-53, Warren Weirsbe gives a good summary of Stephen’s accusation against these 
Christ rejecting Israelites. “This is the climax of Stephen’s speech, the personal application that cut his 
hearers to the heart. Throughout the centuries, Israel had refused to submit to God and obey the truths that 
He had revealed to them. Their ears did not hear the truth, their hearts did not receive the truth, and their 
necks did not bow to the truth. As a result, they killed their own Messiah!” [Warren Weirsbe, The Bible Exposition 
Commentary, Volume I, page 432] 
 

III.  Stephen the Martyr (7:54-60) 
Sometimes in the face of death, God gives deliverance. Sometimes He just gives the grace to go through 
death’s door to what God has waiting on the other side. We will see in chapter 12 that God simply gave 
grace to the apostle James while his life was taken by the wicked King Herod. Herod arrested Peter with 
the same intentions, but Peter was amazingly delivered. As we will see, God gave Stephen grace, but his 
life was given. We don’t know all the “whys and wherefores” of God’s ways. We simply must trust Him 
as the One who always knows best.  

A.  Stephen’s Voice that Brought Conviction (7:54) 
It seems that conviction usually either brings repentance or rage. For this group of religious leaders, it 
resulted in rage. You can almost picture them standing, waving their clinched fists at Stephen. They were 
gnashing their teeth – totally enraged. One commentator described it as a being “like a scene out of hell.” 
The phrase, “cut to the quick” [“the heart” in some translations] literally means to be sawn asunder.  
Instead of being broken in repentance concerning Stephen’s words, this mob turned on Stephen himself. 
Instead of being filled with the Spirit, they were filled with anger.  



B.  Stephen’s Vision That Brought Comfort (7:55-56) 
Stephen was now experiencing “dying grace.” He knew death was near and all he wanted to see was 
Jesus. The Father allowed just that. It is interesting that we are told in Hebrews 1:3b (NASB): “When He 
[Jesus] had made purification of sins, He sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high.” Now 
Stephen sees him standing waiting to receive and welcome one of His own into heaven.  
Allow me to take a short pause here. Do you fear death? If so, you need to understand that the God who 
saves you by His saving grace, enables you to obey Him by enabling grace, sustains you through the trials 
of life by His sustaining grace, will take you to the open arms of the waiting Savior and Lord with dying 
grace. As that third verse of Amazing Grace says: 

Through many dangers, toils and snares, I have already come; 
Tis grace hath brought me safe thus far, and grace will lead me home. 
- John Newton (1831) 

C.  Stephen’s Valor That Brought Consequence (7:57-58) 
Don’t ever get the false idea that living in full obedience to the Lord guarantees your safety. From the 
world’s definition of safety, there is no guarantee of that earthly safety. What we see in these verses is a 
mob that was completely out of control and a victim that was totally in control. It is unlikely that Stephen 
even noticed them; he was enraptured with the vision of the standing Christ waiting to welcome him 
home.  
Verse 58 tells us that the mob had laid their robes at the feet of a man named Saul. Seeing Stephen die so 
well had an impact on Saul that he never got over. What he saw from Stephen almost certainly had a huge 
impact on his conversion to Christ on the road to Damascus some time later. God never wastes the blood 
of His saints.  
This stoning was not like a snowball fight that just used rocks instead of snowballs. It was brutal. The 
person being stoned was tossed down a drop off of about ten-twelve feet. They would often land on their 
face and some died just from the fall. Before the person being stoned could get back up, another huge 
boulder was sent crushing down on him and then more and more, and more. The end would have come 
soon after the first stone hit him. 

D.  Stephen’s Victory That Brought Compassion (7:59-60) 
In verse 59-60, we see clearly what finishing well looks like. In verse 59, we see that his focus was not on 
the stones pounding his body, but on the Lord Jesus standing to receive him. In verse 60 we see that there 
was no room in his heart for hatred and bitterness as he prays for the souls of those who were taking his 
life. His last words remind us of someone else’s last words. Then notice what death for a believer is 
likened to – falling asleep. This is not the only place in Scripture we see this. In John 11:11b (NASB) Jesus 
speaks of the death and coming resurrection of Lazarus, "Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep; but I go, so 
that I may awaken him out of sleep." 1 Thessalonians 4:13 (NASB): “But we do not want you to be 
uninformed, brethren, about those who are asleep, so that you will not grieve as do the rest who have no 
hope.” Obviously from the context, this passage is referring to believers who die. At death, the body 
sleeps while the soul and spirit go to be immediately with the Lord. 
 
Conclusion 
Allow me to conclude with a word from Warren Weirsbe that I believe we all need to hear. “God does not 
call all of us to be martyrs, but He does call us to be ‘living sacrifices’ (Romans 12:1-2). In some respects, 
it may be harder to live for Christ than to die for Him; but if we are living for Him, we will be prepared to 
die for Him if that is what God calls us to do.” [Warren Weirsbe, page 433] 
I mentioned at the beginning of this message the martyrdom of John and Betty Stam in China. Let me 
close with “the rest of the story.”  



Remarkably, on the same day that news of the Stams’ death reached America, John’s father, Pastor Peter 
Stam, received a letter from his son that had been posted from China many weeks before. In his letter he 
told about the threat of the Communists, but reiterated his faith and commitment to serve God in China 
regardless of the cost. John Stam repeated a poem written by another China missionary, J.W. Vinson, who 
had himself been captured by bandits. The bandits asked Vinson if he was afraid to die. Vinson replied, 
“No! If you shoot straight, I shall go straight to heaven!” His captors did shoot straight, and Vinson 
entered heaven as one who “loved not his life unto death.” Earlier, Vinson had penned this poem, which 
Stam now quoted to his father: 
 

Afraid? Of what? 
To feel the spirit’s glad release? 
To pass from pain to perfect peace? 
The strife and strain of life to cease? 
Afraid?—of that? 
 
Afraid? Of what? 
Afraid to see the Savior’s face? 
To hear His welcome, and to trace 
The glory gleam from wounds of grace? 
Afraid?—of that? 

 
I call you to move out from this place as we are told in Romans 12:1b (NASB): “…to present your bodies a 
living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship.” Wherever God 
leads you, he will provide all you need, even to the grace to enable you to both live and die well.  
 

 


