
 

Sermon on Acts 6-7 prepared by Jonathan Shradar  

 

Jesus is not a figure to be tolerated but a Savior to be welcomed and embraced.  

 

Acts 6:8–15 “And Stephen, full of grace and power, was doing great wonders and signs among 

the people. [9] Then some of those who belonged to the synagogue of the Freedmen (as it was 

called), and of the Cyrenians, and of the Alexandrians, and of those from Cilicia and Asia, rose 

up and disputed with Stephen. [10] But they could not withstand the wisdom and the Spirit with 

which he was speaking. [11] Then they secretly instigated men who said, “We have heard him 

speak blasphemous words against Moses and God.” [12] And they stirred up the people and the 

elders and the scribes, and they came upon him and seized him and brought him before the 

council, [13] and they set up false witnesses who said, “This man never ceases to speak words 

against this holy place and the law, [14] for we have heard him say that this Jesus of Nazareth 

will destroy this place and will change the customs that Moses delivered to us.” [15] And gazing 

at him, all who sat in the council saw that his face was like the face of an angel.” (ESV) 

 

Acts 7:51–60 “You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always resist the 

Holy Spirit. As your fathers did, so do you. [52] Which of the prophets did your fathers not 

persecute? And they killed those who announced beforehand the coming of the Righteous One, 

whom you have now betrayed and murdered, [53] you who received the law as delivered by 

angels and did not keep it.” 

 

[54] Now when they heard these things they were enraged, and they ground their teeth at him. 

[55] But he, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus 

standing at the right hand of God. [56] And he said, “Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the 

Son of Man standing at the right hand of God.” [57] But they cried out with a loud voice and 

stopped their ears and rushed together at him. [58] Then they cast him out of the city and 

stoned him. And the witnesses laid down their garments at the feet of a young man named Saul. 

[59] And as they were stoning Stephen, he called out, “Lord Jesus, receive my spirit.” [60] And 

falling to his knees he cried out with a loud voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them.” And 

when he had said this, he fell asleep.” (ESV) 

 

Go ahead and celebrate your holidays. Revere your deity. Have a personal faith… as long as it is 

all about you and it never interferes with the trajectory or preference of others. In a pluralistic 

society - which is a beautiful thing - this becomes our posture - which is a deadly thing. Don’t 

ruffle any feathers as you go… see it from all sides… increasingly close yourself inward.  

 

If there is then a defining person in all of human history that has the greatest impact and as 

some argue, is actually God, the creator of the universe himself, it is probably best if we just 

tolerate him but don’t go so far as to actually believe in him.  

 



As long as he doesn’t challenge the customs, the norms or our lives. As long as he doesn’t 

infringe on our deepest desires for self actualization. As long as he can stay in the box we create 

for him. Certain parts of life remain closed off to “faith” and the One that the birds sing of and 

mountains bow to, remains, in our thinking, far off, unimportant and merely a traditional 

add-on where we most need him.  

 

Even in those that claim to believe in him, life is lived as if he is just to be tolerated, thought 

about once a month maybe, and certainly at times when we want presents and baskets full of 

candy. He becomes someone to bring out to curry favor, or whitewash over bad choices, win 

political favor, or help us just be nicer people…  

 

Churches rarely mention his name. Museums are built to honor the Word of God but they make 

the Word of God himself a mere character in a fable to be retold, softening the edges to broaden 

the audience…  

 

This is where we live. A world, at best tolerating Jesus. Keeping him at arm’s length, just out of 

the offensive zone. Locking him away with traditions and customs of a bygone era…  

 

But… what if we are meant for more than toleration? What if we, and all of humanity through 

history, are meant for embrace, surrender and submission to this Jesus? What if he is really 

meant to upend the apple carts of our neat little lives?  

 

What if Jesus is meant to be welcomed into our lives with such vigor and passion that even 

death won’t dissuade us? What if this is the best we were designed for? 

 

Big surprise - I think this is exactly what we are meant for - this is exactly what Jesus came to do 

and this is exactly what all of Scripture has always invited, the welcome of the king.  

 

It is this reality that we get a vivid glimpse of in the Book of Acts this morning.  

 

We have come to the first martyrdom in the church. The first time a follower of Christ has been 

murdered for preaching the name of Jesus. Stephen, the faithful servant, full of the Spirit, 

surrendered to Jesus as Savior and King. But the content of his message is not new… it came 

from Jesus himself… a message not for tolerating… but for believing.  

 

Here is Stephen, who just before was chosen as one of the seven responsible for serving tables - 

meeting the needs of people in the church. Those qualification were being of good reputation, 

being full of the Spirit and wisdom. So we know this much of Stephen.  

 

But his role didn’t keep him, or anyone in the church really, from preaching Jesus and being 

used by the Spirit to do wonders and signs - healing, freeing oppressed people. People from his 

own synagogue - probably not wanting to disappoint the religious leadership - argued with 



Stephen and tried to shut him down. But they couldn't withstand the wisdom and Spirit with 

which Stephen was speaking.  

 

They could tolerate this Jesus crowd when they kept to themselves… but now he is too 

noticeable to ignore.  

 

They scheme and get some people to lie about what Stephen is preaching and like many others, 

he is brought before the religious court to be corrected - and Stephen, heroically faithful to his 

Savior, stands before the High Priest and responds with a message that will bring his demise.  

 

In his preaching and the people’s response we see something significant and defining for the 

church. A message that should be embraced, welcomed and that proves being embraced and 

welcomed by Christ.  

 

1) Christ is the point!  

 

‘Stephen is it true - that you have been speaking against the temple and the law of Moses… and 

that Jesus is going to tear it all down and destroy the customs of the Jews?’  

 

Where he could rightfully say “no,” he uses this opportunity before the priests and people to 

show them the point of the land, the law and the temple they cherish.  

 

He challenges them from their history to see what they had missed - from the Abrahamic 

covenant of a land to call their own, to the way they rejected Moses at first before he brought 

them out of Egypt. The law given to them, the tabernacle and the temple all meant to point to 

something greater than themselves. All along the way, the prophets had been persecuted, and 

even killed as they announced the coming of the Righteous One.  

 

And now they have followed suit by betraying and murdering Christ - Perpetually resisting the 

Holy Spirit, missing the point of the law, missing redemption.  

 

Stephen’s sermon is cutting it straight - all of the laws, all of the customs and temple they accuse 

him of threatening, were meant to reveal the Messiah, the anointed one and they had rejected 

the ultimate God-sent deliverer. ‘This whole time you have been putting your hope in the wrong 

things and you missed the point of all of them.’  

 

And Jesus is the point of all of it. He is the glimmer in the promise, he is the tabernacle among 

them, he is way of redemption… he is the perfect law keeper, he is the hoped for king and cosmic 

ruler forever.  

 

Every story, every covenant, every hope they ever had was pointing to the Righteous One and he 

is Jesus. Just as he said: 

 



 

Luke 4:16–21 Reading Isaiah in the synagogue… 

 

[18] “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 

because he has anointed me 

to proclaim good news to the poor. 

He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives 

and recovering of sight to the blind, 

to set at liberty those who are oppressed, 

[19] to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor.” 

 

[20] And he rolled up the scroll and gave it back to the attendant and sat down. And the 

eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. [21] And he began to say to them, “Today this 

Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” (ESV) 

 

John 5:39–47 “You search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; 

and it is they that bear witness about me, [40] yet you refuse to come to me that you may have 

life. [41] I do not receive glory from people. [42] But I know that you do not have the love of God 

within you. [43] I have come in my Father's name, and you do not receive me. If another comes 

in his own name, you will receive him. [44] How can you believe, when you receive glory from 

one another and do not seek the glory that comes from the only God? [45] Do not think that I 

will accuse you to the Father. There is one who accuses you: Moses, on whom you have set your 

hope. [46] For if you believed Moses, you would believe me; for he wrote of me. [47] But if you 

do not believe his writings, how will you believe my words?” (ESV) 

 

Luke 24:27 “And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the 

Scriptures the things concerning himself.” (ESV) 

 

Over and over again in the retelling of the stories of God’s faithfulness to his people, Jesus would 

claim it was him - that everything pointed to him, described him - all that they might see and 

welcome him. It was enough to get Jesus killed… it was enough to enrage the crowd that killed 

Stephen, and it is still enough to enrage people in our day.  

 

And this is a message we need to be reminded of. That what Stephen preached, what the 

Apostles preached and would write of, what the church was founded on and flourished by… what 

Jesus claimed for himself - that it is all about him - the point of the prophets, the law, the 

wisdom - the whole of the redemptive story of the Bible has as its unifying theme and point, 

Jesus.  

● Christ is the God of the Old Testament who has now come in the flesh. 

● Christ is the true and faithful people of God. 

● Christ is the true Israel, the true Son of David, and thus the true Son of God. 

● Christ is, in His humanity, the new creation. 

● Christ is the prophet, priest, king, wise man, and faithful Israelite. 



● Christ is the new temple in which God dwells among His people. 

● Christ is the promised anointed One that saves. 

 

If we miss this point of it all, we are a pointless church. Friday in my backyard I came across a 

dove without its head… feathers in place, pretty, but lifeless and hopeless! Take the head and the 

body dies. This is the church without Christ, there might be some pretty feathers and a fat body, 

but it is dead.  

 

A church seeing things the way Stephen saw them may certainly face opposition but it will also 

experience the faithfulness of the Spirit to empower ministry and the message. To soften hearts 

to believe in Jesus… to embrace this Savior.  

 

All these things missed by God’s chosen people were preparing them to: 

 

2) Welcome the Righteous One - Jesus 

 

Seasons sneak up on you in San Diego - I am still learning this. It was 80 this week and 

Thanksgiving is on Thursday… for a Nebraska kid this doesn’t make sense - I have no markers to 

prepare me. But it is probably less of an issue of glorious weather and more one of anticipation. I 

can get so focused on the minutia of the routine I miss the calendar! I think of my dogs when 

one of our cars pull into the driveway - they go crazy - as if they had been anticipating our return 

the whole time… Israel is meant not to miss the markers but to be anticipating and rejoicing at 

his arrival.  

 

Jesus is the point of all of redemptive history - he is the point of their national identity and the 

point of their hope for a future. The goal then is that they would believe in him, embrace him, 

welcome him.  

 

Welcome might seem too ordinary of a word - inviting someone in, hospitable, gladly receive 

someone. Old English wilcuma ‘a person whose coming is pleasing,’  

For Stephen and the church, it is more than the opposite of rejecting the Righteous One, it is a 

full surrender, an embrace as the only hope and purpose of life. Seeing and following Jesus as 

King.  

 

This is always the message when Jesus is preached - welcoming him - repentance and belief. 

Turning from misplaced hopes, having faith only in him.  

 

That was the goal of Jesus’ ministry - that the people would believe in the One whom the Father 

had sent - that the thirsty would come to him and drink - that they would experience forgiveness 

and freedom by his work for them on the cross. That remains the goal of the church’s ministry - 

that we would see Jesus and welcome him, find rest in him, live forgiven and free.  

 



It is something we need the Holy Spirit to work in our hearts - circumcision of the heart and ears 

to hear. The human condition is the inability to welcome/accept the righteous one. 

 

Those that heard Stephen’s sermon responded though, as if there should be nothing more 

violently rejected than what he was saying. Enraged they ground their teeth at him - like spoiled 

children they cover their ears and blabber. They rush him out of the city and they stone him… 

violent, sweaty and slow process. 

 

Frederick Buechner “Stoning somebody to death, even as young and healthy as Stephen, is not 

easy. You do not get the job done with the first few rocks and broken bottles, and even after you 

get the man down, it is a long, hot business. To prepare themselves for the work-out, they 

stripped to the waist and got somebody to keep an eye on their things till they were through…”  

 

Like the prophets before… earning for themselves wrath - the wrath that sin reserves, that 

rejection of the Righteous One applies - as Stephen pleads with his last breath that this sin won’t 

be held against them - a voice of mercy for the murderers as the murder is accomplished.  

 

Meant to welcome Christ and missing it… how will you respond? 

Living strengthen by the Spirit for ministry, dying comforted by the One he proclaimed… 

Stephen living and dying as someone welcomed by Jesus.  

 

3) Welcomed by Jesus  

 

When the people see the hints rightly, when they yield to the Holy Spirit, when they see in Jesus 

the fulfillment of each promise and welcome him as king, it reveals they are welcomed, claimed 

by Christ as his own.  

 

The tipping point in Stephen’s story is when he tells of what he sees as he is filled with the Spirit 

- gazing into heaven seeing the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God.  

 

This is what it means to be welcomed by Jesus. Not only in death but in life now.  

 

A king, a ruler would never rise to greet someone entering into their throne room. In fact it 
would be quite the opposite, those entering would bow and get low before the king… and here is 

the God of the universe - the unmatched glory he has - and Jesus stands ready to welcome a 

brother home.  

 

Stephen, forgiven, claimed empowered - is not merely tolerated but he is welcomed/embraced 

by Jesus.  

 

“He heeded not reviling tones 

Nor sold his heart to idle moans,  

Tho’ cursed and scorned and bruised with stones.  



But looking upward, full of grace,  

He prayed, and from a happy place  

God’s glory smote him on the face.” - Tennyson 

 

This is the welcome of all who believe in Jesus - who have welcomed him as the Righteous One. 

And it is not only something experienced in death. It is revealed in this text at Stephen’s death 

but given the way he ministered and was described as full of the Spirit, it is pretty clear that he 

“got” this and it fueled his life. To be secure, held by Jesus!  

 

This is your story too, in fact if you are in Christ now - you believe in him, this is how God 

approaches you. Pleased in you, excited to have you, standing for you. And since that is true, 

how can you live?!  

 

The point of it all, the prophetic voice, the catalogues of wisdom, even the narratives of God’s 

provision in the wilderness, in the formation of a kingdom, in exile and in the rebuilding of the 

temple, Christ is the point. Each verse, every sentence, every breath of the Word of God is 

building and pointing to the glory of Jesus. The earth declares his power - the heavens sing of his 

reign over all…  

 

And he is meant to be welcomed by those in need of a savior. To be embraced, surrender to, 

worshiped, served as king.  

 

We can only do it because he has welcomed us. He stood on a bloody cross for us. He stood and 

left a tomb for us. He stands even now in petition before the Father for us. And he will one day 

stand to welcome us home with him.  

 

Jesus is not a figure to be tolerated but a Savior to be welcomed and embraced.  

 

Get in on this: The Righteous One has come! 

 

Welcome him - Meet the real Jesus - who lived in your place perfectly obedient. Who took on 

death in your place. Who rose from the dead. Who grants you forgiveness. Who gives you the 

Holy Spirit for living and purpose and comfort. Repent and believe in him. Surrender all of who 

you are to him as King. Know that he is not merely part of the story - he is the point of the story.  

 

None is too far… even Saul, who watches over the cloaks of murderers will meet this Jesus and 

be forever changed. And if you welcome him - it is only because he has welcomed you... 

 

Live welcomed by Jesus - forgiven, free to live for him. Your identity defined and secure in 

Christ. Having every value of your life reordered by him. As part of the family of God. 

Proclaiming him as the point - as our hope, even to death. The opposite of self-preservation… 

That some would see and believe in him. Now free to live on mission for his glory, just like 

Stephen and millions more after him…  



 

 

Forming a family of welcomed people… in Christ. Let’s get a glimpse where it is all headed - 

John has a vision of heaven, a perfect number of representatives of the tribes of Israel are there 

and John sees this..  

 

Revelation 7:9–10 “After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could 

number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the 

throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, [10] and 

crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the 

Lamb!” (ESV) 

 

What a joy to live this now, headed home to cry out together of the Salvation that belongs to the 

One it was all about…  

 

Jesus is not a figure to be tolerated but a Savior to be welcomed and embraced.  

 

Romans 15:3–7 “For Christ did not please himself, but as it is written, “The reproaches of 

those who reproached you fell on me.” [4] For whatever was written in former days was written 

for our instruction, that through endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we 

might have hope. [5] May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live in such 

harmony with one another, in accord with Christ Jesus, [6] that together you may with one voice 

glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. [7] Therefore welcome one another as 

Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God. (ESV) 

 

 

 

 

 


