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Fifth Sunday of Easter 

Psalm 31:1-5, 15-16, Acts 7:55-60, John 14:1-4 

Enduring Hope in Dangerous Times 

 

 Has your faith in Jesus every cost you much? I 

can’t say that mine really has. I’d like to believe that if I 

found myself in a situation similar to Stephen in today’s 

text, or even in situations like my clergy colleagues found 

themselves in in Minneapolis during the protests there 

recently,  that I would be strong in the Lord and steadfast 

in my faith, but if I’m honest I don’t know for sure. 

 We know it was the injustices that ICE agents were 

perpetuating that led to lay people and clergy alike being 

arrested around the country as they stood firm in their 

beliefs. But what happened to Stephen that cost him his 

very life?  

The book of Acts tells us that Stephen - full of 

grace and power – was performing great wonders and 

signs among the people, but some members of the 

synagogue began arguing with him. We learn that his 
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naysayers could not withstand the wisdom and the Spirit 

in which he spoke. Now, notice how some things never 

change. The naysayers secretly instigated some men to 

say “We have heard him speak blasphemous words 

against Moses and against God.”  They stirred up the 

people as well as the elders and scribes – then they 

suddenly confronted him, seized him and brought him 

before the council. They set up false witnesses who said, 

“This man never stops saying things against this holy 

place (the temple) and the law; for we have heard him 

say that this Jesus of Nazareth will destroy this place and 

will change the customs that Moses handed on to us.”  

(PAUSE) 

Friends, false information and lies surround us 

everywhere today – from social media posts to 

misleading ads around our recent redistricting vote here 

in Virginia just to name two. People in power – whether 

political or religious - who feel threatened will go to 

great lengths to protect their power. (PAUSE) 
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And so it was with Stephen who was dragged 

before the council that day. But then a strange thing 

happened: all who sat in the council looking intently at 

Stephen saw that his face was like the face of an angel. 

Then the high priest asked Stephen, “Are these things 

so?” (PAUSE) 

We find Stephen’s lengthy answer to this question 

in the next 50 verses of Acts 7. From  Abraham to King 

Solomon, Stephen traces the history of the Hebrew 

people, reminding the council that God’s people  - 

instead of being in power and control - often found 

themselves to be the oppressed, the outcasts, the slaves, 

and the wanderers. He also notes that God travelled 

with them and brought them through each era in their 

history – long before the temple ever came to be.  

In response to the accusations about Jesus 

destroying the temple, Stephen reminds them  that “the 

Most High does not dwell in houses made with human 

hands.” He ends his lengthy response with some stinging 

words, “You stiff necked people, uncircumcised in heart 
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and ears, you are forever opposing the Holy Spirit, just as 

your ancestors used to do. Which of the prophets did 

your ancestors not persecute? They killed those who 

foretold the coming of the Righteous One, and now you 

have become his betrayers and murderers. You are the 

ones that received the law as ordained by angels, and 

yet you have not kept it.” (PAUSE) 

I imagine it was this last rebuke that pushed the 

religious leaders over the edge. When they heard these 

things, they became enraged and ground their teeth at 

Stephen. (PAUSE) But he is still unphased. Filled with the 

Holy Spirit, he looks up into heaven where he sees the 

glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of 

God. “Look,” he says, “I see the heavens opened and the 

Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” 

Stephen is in good company when he sees this 

vision – in Scripture Abraham, Moses and Ezekiel have 

similar experiences. But there is something quite 

particular about this vision. Usually, we hear about Jesus 

seated at the right hand of God, but Stephen sees Jesus 
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standing. Is Jesus getting ready to speak on Stephen’s 

behalf? Is he rising to be ready to welcome Stephen into 

heaven? We don’t know for sure, but we do know that 

standing represents a position of influence, authority 

and power.i  

This enrages the people even more – they cover 

their ears in protest, then with a loud shout they rush 

together against him. Then they drag Stephen out of the 

city and they begin to stone him. (PAUSE) Do you notice 

that there is no attempt at due process here? When 

Jesus was arrested, the religious authorities understood 

they did have the power of capital punishment and there 

was at least a mockery of a trial before the state 

executed Jesus. But it appears the violence is now 

escalating as the religious leaders become more 

intolerant of the growing Christian community. It is the 

religious leaders who become an angry mob committing 

vigilante justice. This is a horrific scene that is truly hard 

to imagine – but if we can bear to watch, Stephen has 

much to teach us. (PAUSE)  
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Luke shows us that "while they were stoning 

Stephen, he prayed"ii. Even as they killed him, he prayed. 

In one of his darkest moments on earth, he turned to 

God. As naturally as he prayed in pleasant times, he 

turned to God in this impossibly difficult time. It is likely 

that every disciple knew that martyrdom could be their 

fate, for Luke reports Jesus saying, "They will put some 

of you to death." This is the first of several executions 

that the New Testament reports. 

It is also important to note Stephen's prayer. 

(PAUSE) "Lord, Jesus, receive my spirit"  It is not a prayer 

of panic or fear. It is not a prayer of desperation or 

bargain. It is a prayer of trust and affirmation. He is 

saying, "I have trusted you in life, and now I trust you in 

death." Stephen follows Jesus’ example in his death, 

quoting a familiar Jewish children's prayer found in 

Psalm 31:5: "Into your hand I commit my spirit."  

As the horrible scene continues to unfold, Stephen 

again follows Jesus, offering a remarkable prayer of 

forgiveness. On the cross, Jesus said, "Father, forgive 
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them; for they do not know what they are doing" (Luke 

23:34) , Here, Stephen prays, "Lord, do not hold this sin 

against them" (v. 60). Both Jesus and Stephen and model 

how to pray for our enemies, and they both model death 

for a worthy cause. 

In addition to drawing on Jesus’ death, I wonder of 

Stephen also drew on Jesus’ words from the Last Supper. 

The Message puts them this way, “Don’t let this rattle 

you. You trust God, don’t you? Trust me. There is plenty 

of room for you in my Father’s home. If that weren’t so, 

would I have told you that I’m on my way to get a room 

ready for you? And if I’m on my way to get your room 

ready, I’ll come back and get you so you can live where I 

live.” I truly believe that Jesus was waiting for Stephen 

with the words, “Well done, good and faithful servant.” I 

truly believe that Stephen’s deep faith gave him 

enduring hope in dangerous times. 

The good news in this story, although it is hard to 

see at first, is that the story doesn’t end here. You see, 

Jesus influenced Stephen, who influences Saul who is 
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watching the scene play out. Of course, Saul becomes 

Paul – preacher, missionary and author of much of the 

New Testament, who in turn influenced millions of 

others. And that wasn’t the only outcome of this story. 

The increased persecution pushed the early Christians 

out of Jerusalem and they continued to share their faith 

wherever they found themselves. The Spirit filled church 

continued to emerge with holy determination.iii 

So today we do well to ask ourselves, “Where is 

God asking us to exercise holy determination?” Although 

sharing our faith isn’t likely to get us martyred today, 

standing up against injustice and oppression may 

certainly get us into what Congressman John Lewis 

called, “Good Trouble.” 

Rev. William Barber II along with dozens of other 

clergy  got into some good trouble last Monday. As part 

of his “Moral Mondays” movement that started in North 

Carolina in 2013, Barber noted people were gathered in 

Washington, D.C., and in 16 states that day to push for 

nonviolence, an end to the deadly war in Iran, and a shift 

https://substack.com/redirect/f04c6984-1860-4dc6-86b2-d80c19735290?j=eyJ1IjoiZ2dvZzIifQ.GLgaB4L1rtVOqofhEKR71cUOgmjG5FNL0PyDkIDyfbg
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from government spending on bombs instead of 

healthcare, education, and other lifegiving programs. 

Barber, a Disciples of Christ minister,  believes that 

what’s particularly needed in this moment is a revival of 

nonviolent principles. The crowd on Monday practiced 

what he preached by peacefully marching down 16th 

Street (in the area formally known as “Black Lives Matter 

Plaza” before its demolition last year) and then briefly 

blocking traffic to pray in the middle of H Street (in front 

of the closed Lafayette Square and the White House). 

After singing songs like “Down by the Riverside (Ain’t 

Gonna Study War No More),” the clergy marched to the 

music of a saxophonist. 

“Strongmen — or women — are intimidated by 

real strength, which is what this nation and our world 

desperately needs right now. Real non-violent moral 

strength rooted in love and justice and truth-telling,” he 

declared. “We need the power and the moral authority 

of love to fight people who get up every morning and 

ask how they can use their power to hurt people that 
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they see as enemies. We need the power of true moral 

authority to stand against the policy of violence that 

threatens lives here at home and around the world.” 

“Nonviolence is not opting out of the struggle 

against the world’s injustice. Nonviolence is opting in to 

the struggle. Opting in to training and preparation for 

the use of a force more powerful than fist and guns and 

bombs,” he added. The power of God that gives us 

enduring hope for dangerous times. 

Let us pray… 

 

 

i Emerson Powers Exegetical Perspective on Acts 7:55-60, Feasting on the Word, 
Year A Volume 2, p. 451. 
ii https://ministrymatters.com/2020-04-
06_sermon_options_fifth_sunday_of_easter_year_a/, accessed 4-25-2026 
iii Timothy Hare, Pastoral Perspective on Acts 7:55-60, Feasting on the Word, 
Year A Volume 2, p. 451 
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