
Sermon St Stephen 26th December 2021 8am, 9.30am, 11am Acts 7:  51 – end;  Matthew 10:  17 - 22 

Heavenly Father, we pray that you will open our hearts to respond to your dangerous words of love.  Amen 

 Well it’s Boxing Day.  I can tell you are all the more wealthy and well-to-do members of the community, 

because you’ve all sent your servants off on a day’s holiday to see their families whilst you have to slum it on 

cold turkey and the remains of yesterday’s claret. 

 How very noble of you.  But it’s ok, they’ll be back tomorrow after your munificence, to care for you and cook 

you bacon and eggs. 

 What we really want today, especially for those of you who overindulged a little bit yesterday, is a nice story 

about babies and angels and some nice cheery shepherds. 

 Sadly, what we’ve got is a stoning and predictions of awful persecutions. 

 It’s surely rather poor taste to give us something as outrageously crass as this? 

 The simple truth is that the Kingdom of God and the fallen world that we live in are just so far apart that any 

engagement of one with the other is bound to lead to conflict. 

 You can probably think of times in your life when your deep love for someone else has prompted you to go to 

enormous lengths to be close to them. 

o Travelling the length of the country or the other side of the world? 

o Sacrificing your dearly-looked-forward-to plans in order to enable your children to thrive in whatever 

they are doing? 

o  Or just spending hours on the phone each night, listening, when you need to be asleep. 

 And you do that, mostly gladly, because of love. 

o Love.  The quality that overcomes all distance, climbs all mountains and crosses all divides. 

 I’d like to think that this love we live by is a reflection of the love that God has for us. 

 But I’m quite sure that the love I feel, which I’m sure I’m not alone in saying is sometimes so strong that it hurts, 

is just a poor reflection of the love that God has for his hurting, dangerous, broken world. 

 And if that’s true, then it’s not surprising that God has crossed the divide between heaven and earth and come 

to share life with us. 

o In a stable in Bethlehem.   

o The incarnate Son of God experiencing the muck and chill of a broken shack of a stable. 

 Remember what I said a couple of minutes ago? 

 The simple truth is that the Kingdom of God and the fallen world that we live in are just so far apart that any 

engagement of one with the other is bound to lead to conflict. 

o And God has engaged with us, in flesh and blood, in a fragile beating heart and a needy suckling mouth.  

God has engaged with us, in Jesus. 

 So that will inevitably lead to conflict. 

 And that’s what happened to Jesus 

 It happened very soon after his birth when King Herod, scared of the competition of a new King on the block, 

massacred dozens of infant boys in his paranoid search for the king the Magi were seeking. 

o We commemorate that on Tuesday, Holy Innocents Day. 

 It happened to Jesus 33 years later when he was nailed to a cross, because once again both the Jews and the 

Romans were scared of the competition of a King of the Jews and the disruption and revolution this would 

inevitably bring. 

 It happened to Jesus because he wasn’t afraid to speak out against sin and evil and corruption and persecution 

and falsehood and inequality and anything that made God’s Kingdom further away.  He came to inaugurate a 

new Kingdom based on peace and forgiveness and compassion and hope, but amazingly, people, the Romans, the 

Jews, the leaders, …, and you, and I, didn’t really want to join in his dance.  We preferred to listen to the music 



we already knew.  It’s hard to accept forgiveness if you refuse to believe you’ve done anything wrong.  It’s easy 

to justify your actions as reasonable under the circumstances.   

 It happened to Jesus’ first followers.  Today we hear the end of the story of Stephen, one of the first deacons in 

the Church, quite early in the book of Acts, who was victimized and slandered by respectable Jews who were 

worried by the rise of this new sect, Christianity.  Remember they were all worshipping in the same synagogues 

at this stage, so they would constantly have been in each other’s view. 

 It seems that Stephen was quite a forthright character who didn’t mince his words.  According to Acts he was 

inspired by the Holy Spirit in what he said.  There he was, in the dock, where a bit of subservience and groveling 

would have got him off the hook, and he says to the judge, the High Priest no less, ‘You stiff-necked people, 

uncircumcised in heart and ears, you are for ever opposing the Holy Spirit, just as your ancestors used to do.’ 

 This naturally wound them up and they ‘ground their teeth at Stephen’!  However he then compounds it and gives 

them an excuse to stone him by blaspheming and mentioning the name of God and claiming him for his own.  

‘Look,’ he said, ‘I see the heavens opened and the Son of Man standing at the right hand of God!’ 

 The Spirit does not appear to call us to be cautious!  Or sensible!  Or polite! 

 The response of the Jews was legitimate, lawful and to their eyes perfectly reasonable.  They began to throw 

rocks at his head and Stephen cried out, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit’, obstinately trusting Jesus for his protection 

and eternal sanctuary. 

 Of course you can question whether the Holy Spirit really was motivating him to be so foolhardy, so stupid.  

Perhaps Stephen was just objectionable? 

 But in that case, it seems unlikely that he would have uttered his last words, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against 

them.’  You might expect something more like, ‘God will find you out on judgement day, you bullies!’  But the 

values of the Kingdom of God triumph, forgiveness and love versus power and anger and fear. 

 I’ll say it again, The simple truth is that the Kingdom of God and the fallen world that we live in are just so far 

apart that any engagement of one with the other is bound to lead to conflict. 

 But the Kingdom of God engaging with the world has also the most surprising and creative results.  ‘Then they 

dragged him out of the city and began to stone him; and the witnesses laid their coats at the feet of a young man named 

Saul. 

 Saul of course, is St Paul, who did more for further the work of the Kingdom of God, than anyone else I can 

think of. 

o I wonder if Saul’s experiences that day when Stephen was stoned were the beginnings of a receptivity 

that led to the Damascus Road and his conversion? 

o Who can tell what will happen when God engages with his broken world?  But it will always be 

transformational. 

 Scoot forward in time again 2000 years to a small church in North Hertfordshire on Boxing Day. 

 The simple truth is that the Kingdom of God and the fallen world that we live in are just so far apart that any 

engagement of one with the other is bound to lead to conflict. 

 Does it happen to us?   

o Does our faith involve us in conflict or does it just confirm us in our preconceived comfortable ideas? 

 Please don’t stay at the manger – roll your sleeves up! 

 Wonder at a God who engages with his creation and will have the victory and the redemption of all creation 

 And take that wonder and love of God for you, with you into daily life 

 Don’t expect an easy ride, because the more you live by the values of the Kingdom of God, the more aggression 

you are likely to receive.  But ‘do not worry about how you are to speak or what you are to say; for what you are to 

say will be given to you at that time; for it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you.’ 

 But do know that you are following in a grand tradition and allowing the Kingdom of God to truly engage with 

and transform the wounded broken earth we all are part of. 

 And then you will be allowing the baby in the manger to live beyond Boxing Day.  Amen. 


